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Drawn from critical discourse analysis and a 14-month ethnographic project at a public 
community college in the Chicago metropolitan area, this study scrutinizes the complex 
mechanisms through which racial identities and class positions of lower middle- and 
working-class Korean international students are reshaped as they are made into transnational, 
adrift, cheap laborers. This study specifically examines the complicated interrelationships 
among (1) the emerging identity politics in neoliberal South Korea where less-profitable 
young adults are encouraged to leave the domestic labor market, (2) the revival of U.S. 
nationalistic multiculturalism embedded in educational policies and institutional practices 
that promote economic patriotism, and (3) the production of unmoored low-wage migrant 
workers in the U.S.  
This study found that lower middle- and working-class Korean international students’ 
study abroad in the US, one of the most economically advanced countries, is rather 
functioned as cultural politics that reposition these Korean international students as the 
(potential) transnational unmoored low-wage laborers who struggle with securing their lives 
either in Korea or the U.S. These international students increasingly identify themselves as 
alienated outsiders in both countries rather than as confident in their capability to act as 
empowered citizens.  
In the process of transforming these Korean international students’ subjectivities, I 
would argue that neoliberalism is one of the key axes which function as a global governance 
at macro-level and as a technology of others and self in micro-level both in Korea and the 
U.S. First, before their arrival in the U.S., the Korean international students in this 
ethnographic project were framed as depressed losers and were in the process of struggling 
with the sense of feeling ‘lost’ and with the ‘self-discrimination’ in their home country. The 
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entrepreneurial Korean state unfolds a cultural politics of belonging that aims to drive these 
less-profitable young adults outside of its territory by converting their seemingly lack of 
competency into a social illness that must be removed. My study revealed that, under the 
conditions, Korean students embraced the dominant ideology within Korea that their 
belonging is determined by the neoliberal system rather than recognizing their agency in 
problematizing the violent social, political, and economic power structure to rearticulate their 
modalities of (global) social belonging in more critical ways.  
Second, their despair and fear of being eliminated from the labor market as the surplus 
and waste of neoliberal system, however, prompted them to utilize the U.S. community 
college system as a stepping stone to ultimately demonstrate their recovery of ‘neoliberal 
normalcy’ in the Korean state. Yet, the systemized institutional irresponsibility and 
discrimination through which U.S. imperialism, which identified these international students 
as inferior foreign others, interacts with the neoliberal project, and consequently reinforced 
these international students’ alienation.  
These Korean international students, whose value of existing itself is depreciated both in 
Korea and the U.S., chose to make uncertain deals with God to convert their ‘abnormalcy’ 
into ‘exceptional normalcy’ in the neoliberal regimes. They read their perceived deformed 
educational and lifestyles to specially individualized projects in the name of ‘God’ in return 
for devoting their time and works in sustaining the system of Korean immigrant churches that 
is a part of the unsacred God’s kingdom. In this light, these Korean international students are 
also the flakes which are dangerously connected and/or rested on the shoulders of the 
neoliberal systems and deconsecrated God. These surplus students are the products of the 
Korean and also the U.S. neoliberal systems but they are rejected to belong to the system as a 
valuable part. Instead they are barely connected to the system as educational consumers at 
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SCC and low-wage part-time laborers at the Korean community in the U.S. In this regard, 
these Korean international students are becoming a part of the precariat.  
Through the mechanism, these students’ social identities are continuously shifting 
among ‘social illness’—being identified and identified themselves as being no good, ‘social 
autism’—be alienated and alienating themselves outside of the neoliberal systems, ‘social 
death’—being recognized and recognizing themselves as socially dead--, and ‘social 
evasion’—hoping to be invisible in the society: Rather than going through these modalities of 
social belonging in a linear way, these different types of belonging sometimes coexist. With 
their awareness of the virtual impossibility of transferring to 4-year institutions either in 
Korea or in the U.S., these Korean international students are inclined to choose to live as 
invisible Koreans within the Korean communities in the U.S. as a form of social evasion that 
avoids being continuously recognized as a ‘social ill’ like back in their home country. As 
such, these students’ initial desires to use the community college system for recognition 
shifted into the desire for ignorance. This change is understood as the modified strategy of 
these students who experienced globalization as being uprooted to sustain their individual 
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In the 1970s, a group of ideologically inspired economists captured the ears and minds of 
politicians. The central plank of their ‘neo-liberal’ model was that growth and development 
depended on market competitiveness; everything should be done to maximize competition and 
competitiveness, and to allow market principle to permeate all aspects of life.  
 
One theme was that countries should increase labour market flexibility, which came to mean 
an agenda for transferring risks and insecurity onto workers and their families. The result 
has been the creation of a global ‘precariat’, consisting of many millions around the world 
without an anchor of stability. --Guy Standing (2011, p. 1)  
 
Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
As national economies become more interconnected and participation in education 
expands, governments and individuals are looking to higher education to broaden 
students’ horizons and help them to better understand the world’s languages, cultures 
and business methods. One way for students to expand their knowledge of other 
societies and languages, and thus improve their prospects in globalised sectors of the 
labour market, such as multinational corporations or research, is to study in tertiary 
institutions in countries other than their own. (OECD, 2012, p. 360). 
This quote from an Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 
publication reflects what has become the general perception about the purpose of study 
abroad for college students, especially in economically developed, English-speaking 
countries. In this publication, the OECD highlights the idea that international students, 
especially those enrolled in post-secondary institutions in developed capitalist nation-states 
where major multinational corporations are registered, are expected to learn the critical 
knowledge, cultures and entrepreneurship that animate the neoliberal globalization era. This 
study defines “neoliberal globalization”, which is also named as “globalism”, as a hegemonic 
discourse that redirects actual processes of globalization into a reductive neoliberal economic 
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term. It accentuates international economic competency in the interests of transnational 
economic and related political power blocs (Fairclough, 2006), that is, the accumulation of 
financial capital through free mobility across nation-states’ borders. 
Moreover, the OECD report characterizes international students as follows:   
A significant portion of students coming from G20 non-OECD countries includes the 
better performing students, natural candidates for public or private support, or have a 
relatively high socio-economic background. This implies that student mobility can not 
only bring stature to tertiary institutions, academic programmes, but also economic 
benefits to the host education systems (OECD, 2012, p. 361). 
As such, international students are largely portrayed as being from affluent families and/or 
enrolled in top-tier post-secondary institutions known for academic excellence. The report 
furthers that it is essential to improve students’ apprehension of privileged sectors of job 
markets in multinational corporations and their business methods, and also the languages and 
cultures that are essential in engaging a global level of career paths.   
These quotes from the OECD report reiterate the findings of most studies on 
international students’ study abroad in top-tier universities in economically advanced 
countries that include the U.S. and Canada. In the existing literature, the transnational move 
of East Asian international students to advanced Western capitalist societies is discussed as a 
strategic move toward securing privileged class positions by accruing global social, cultural 
and geographical symbolic capital (Anagost, 2008; Matthews & Sidhu, 2005; Mitchell, 2003; 
Ong, 1999, 2006; Rizvi, 2005; Waters, 2006). For example, in their studies on Chinese 
international students and their parents in Canada and California, Waters (2006) and Ong 
(1999, 2006) explain that diasporic Chinese parents provide their children with higher 
educational opportunities in the major Western countries so they can accrue significant assets, 
which are often converted into social and cultural capital in the job market in their home 
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countries. Ong (2006) presents the term “yompic (young, outwardly, mobile professional) 
global citizens” (p. 152), which refers to this group of emerging transnational elite students. 
The researchers indicate that the internationalization of higher education is employed as a 
process of globally or domestically privileged class formation. In other words, these 
international students and parents are in the process of repositioning themselves in relation to 
markets, governments, and cultural regimes by increasing their flexibility and mobility in the 
globalized world (Ong, 2006). 
In the literature on Korean international students, most researchers have examined pre-
college study abroad (chogi yuhak), and their findings are similar to the studies that examine 
Chinese study abroad above. One rigorous study, by Abelmann and J.Y. Kang and Abelmann 
(2011), analyze newspaper discourses on the South Korean pre-college study abroad 
phenomenon from the mid-1990s to 2008-2012, the tenure of the presidential administration 
of Myung-bak Lee. They found that pre-college study abroad was motivated by the desire for 
class reproduction or upward class mobility. Also, in their study on Korean mothers’ 
management of their children’s public and private English education , S.J. Park and 
Abelmann (2004) found that these mothers aimed to improve their children’s 
“cosmopolitanity” in the globalization era, which they described as, “to be South Korean in 
the world” (p. 650). Within that context, English is perceived as a crucial “ideological 
vehicle” that is highly valued and “exceed[s] its practical use” (p. 646) as decisive symbolic 
capital that indicates one’s cosmopolitanity (S.J. Park & Abelmann, 2004, p. 646).  
However, as U.S. public community colleges join other sectors of higher education with 
their active globalization, international students are emerging as one of their most prominent 
student groups. According to the Institute of International Education (IIE, n.d.), there were 
86,778 international students enrolled in public community colleges in 2012-2013, and 
91,648 in 2014-2015 (IIE, n.d.). Moreover, 27% of new students in associate degree 
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programs were international students in 2011-2012 (IIE, 2012). With this rapid 
internationalization of the community college student body, I focus on South Korean 
international students, one of the largest groups of international students, similar in number to 
Chinese and Indian international students in U.S. public community colleges (IIE, 2013). In 
particular, I examine the complex processes and mechanisms of how the subjectivities of 
these Korean international students are being shifted, and their social locations are being 
negotiated. I especially pay attention to the complicated interactions between various types of 
governing technologies, institutional management techniques and these Korean international 
students’ exertion of their limited agency. My dissertation contrasts, on one hand, how the 
values and beliefs held by instructors, counselors, and administrators in U.S. community 
colleges affect the reinforcement of the marginalization of Korean international students in 
racial and class structures both in the U.S. and Korea, while, on the other hand, I suggest that 
the presence of international students enacts the race and class making of Korean American 
students at the community college and more broadly of all students at the college. 
As community colleges and their personnel voluntarily or involuntarily engage in the 
implementation of the dominant discourse of globalism, I argue that they also direct 
international as well as domestic students’ ways of belonging to the community college, both 
in the U.S., and Korea. In dominant discourses about the community college, U.S. domestic 
students are often posited as the backbone of American industry, called to support their 
country’s economic progress in the face of escalating global competition. In this context, I 
argue that U.S. public community colleges function in complicated ways as critical arenas in 
which key political and economic agenda are implemented not only through the improvement 
of domestic students’ work skills, but also by regulating the desires, needs, and strategies of 
international students in accordance with imperial neoliberal market norms. 
My dissertation specifically pays attention to the working-class and lower middle-class 
5 
 
Korean international students at a public community college in a Chicago suburb, which I 
refer to as Station Community College (SCC). I take Korean international students, who 
failed to get into top-tier universities or colleges, and are thus stigmatized as “losers” or “the 
surplus” in their home country, as revealing not only because of their aforementioned status 
as the largest international group in U.S. public community colleges, but also because their 
homeland experience among the world’s most rapid neoliberal transformations after the late 
1990s Asian financial crisis. With this radical transformation, the Korean state dramatically 
shifted the identity politics of citizenship so as to homogeneously identify the majority of 
citizens as potentially dismisseable by actively implementing the flexibilization of the labor 
market; the value of citizens as social members is decisively set by their (projected) 
employment status. In this context, first, I examine the interactions between an arguably 
neoliberal turn in American community colleges’ policies and institutional practices, and the 
transformation of subjectivities of the largest group of international students, a group which 
has made its way to American shores in large part as an alternative to developing their 
qualifications to reenter the Korean neoliberal system. Through these processes, these Korean 
international students are resituated in racial and class maps within the U.S.  
Second, this study interrogates these international students’ strategies to negotiate their 
belonging. It is observed that these Korean international students, in turn, changed their 
strategy from employing the community college as a stepping stone towards ultimately 
accumulating qualifications to reenter the Korean neoliberal system, to engaging a social 
sphere where they navigate their belonging in the U.S. by redefining Americanness and 
whiteness. In particular, it was revealed that their imaginative geographies that locate the U.S. 
as the center of the world, which were formed in their home country (N.Y. Kim, 2008), are 
reinforced in the U.S. because of increased awareness of their precarious belonging both in 
Korean and U.S. societies.  
6 
 
In this regard, this study applies a different angle from the existing literature that 
examines international students’ study abroad, especially students from South Korea as a 
form of the fiduciary channel of restyling themselves as global elites through forms of 
personnel investment and insurance. Rather, this study posits the U.S. community college as a 
crucial neoliberal imperial institution that reinforces these working-class and lower middle-
class Korean international students’ precarious social belonging and post-colonial 
subjectivity. In particular, this study pays attention to firstly the impact of imperialistic as 
well as neoliberal politics of the globalization of higher education that prescribes U.S. higher 
education is not only expansive commodity to buy but also superior to other countries’ higher 
education, and secondly the complicated dynamics between these Korean international 
students and diverse groups of domestic student population including Korean Americans. 
Moreover, this study reveals that the precariousness of the 1.5 generation of Korean 
American students’ institutional and social membership in the U.S. and the presence of 
diverse groups of immigrant students and employees on campus enacts these Korean 
international students’ rearticulation of ‘Americanness’ and ‘whiteness’ to advocate for their 
belonging in U.S. society.  
 
Defining the Globalization of Higher Education  
 
Based on data drawn from critical discourse analysis and 14 months of ethnographic 
fieldwork, I argue that the U.S. public community college ultimately subjectifies the Korean 
international students as abject educational consumers, who are potentially destined to work 
in their ethnic communities as low-wage transnational migrant workers in the U.S. 
Furthermore, this dimension of the U.S. public community college is often concealed by the 
dominant discourses on the globalization of higher education that denotes study abroad in the 
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economically advanced nation-states as an essential channel for enabling students to become 
global elites who can freely cross borders with the passport of high knowledge and skills.  
However, I argue that U.S. public community colleges which are extremely 
commodified in their policies and practices related to hosting international students on their 
campuses increasingly function to convert these international students into low-wage 
transnational migrant workers. In U.S. public 4-year post-secondary institutions, scholars 
(Abelmann & J. Y. Kang, 2013; Albach & Knight, 2007; J.J. Lee & Rice, 2007) point out that 
international students’ tuition and fees are utilized as a revenue source. This study also found 
that the globalization of U.S. higher education is generally operated according to free market 
logics. Considering the reality that especially the undergraduate level of education and 
services are marketized, this study clearly distinguishes the ‘globalization’ of higher 
education from the ‘internationalization’ of higher education.  
The internationalization of higher education values “the process of integrating an 
international, intercultural, or global dimension into the purpose, functions, or delivery of 
postsecondary education” (Knight, 2003, p. 2). In addition, it aims “to understand, appreciate 
and articulate the reality of interdependence among nations (environmental, economic, 
cultural, and social) and therefore prepare those involved to function in an international and 
inter-cultural context” (Knight, & de Wit, 1995, p. 13). Within this frame, the significance of 
post-secondary institutions in different countries across the globe are appreciated as crucial 
educational institutions that are rooted in their specific historical, cultural, social and political 
contexts. Also, international students are distinctively recognized as learners whose historical, 
cultural, and educational backgrounds are appreciated in their learning. Furthermore, the 
internationalization of higher education accents the importance of enhancing international 
students’ perspectives, knowledge, and skills to improve international democracy. In this lens, 
students are recognized as public intellectuals rather than as educational consumers.  
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In contrast, the globalization of higher education in this study refers to the neoliberal 
practices that categorize international students as “economic units” (J.J. Lee & Rice, 2007, p. 
385). The most significant aspect of the globalization of higher education is to improve 
students’ human capital within the frame of economic development. Thus, the motivation and 
expected outcomes are mainly sustaining the existing hierarchical relationships among 
nation-states and class structures. In this regard, the globalization of higher education 
cooperates with the unequal global political economic structures. According to this view, 
higher education is, in consequence, re-described as a form of the economic, and international 
students are also perceived as a revenue sources (see Gordon, 1991). As such, the 
globalization of higher education situates higher education in a neoliberal way as primarily 
the commodification and global integration of higher education market (see Steger, 2005)1. 
And, it facilitates the emergence of a single global higher education market in which colleges 
and universities across the globe are ranked by certain standardized categories, and their 
educational goals are homogenized in economic terms. 
 
Revisiting Neoliberal Governmentality2  
 
In a broad sense, governmentality can be defined as the practices of authority and direct 
and indirect regulations that are implemented on populations through multiple institutions, 
                                           
1 Regarding the significant role of discourses in social changes, Fairclough (2006) and Harvey (1996) allude 
that discourses are ‘”internalized in the practice, just as designs for a new automobile engine are internalized 
and materialized” (Harvey, 1996, p. 11). Thus, I would argue that the dominant discourse of the globalization of 
higher education is also embedded in related policies and practices that materialize certain types of mechanisms 
through which the dominant discourses of globalization is materialized.  
2 This section is published as a part of a journal articled titled, Voluntarily Exiled? Korean State’s Cultural 
Politics of Young Adults’ Social Belonging and Korean Students’ Exile to a U.S. Community College in the 
journal, Higher Education (SDOI: 10.1007/s10734-017-0212-3).  
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agents and technologies in a society (Hoffman, 2010; Mitchell, 2006; Fairclough, 2006; Rose, 
1993, 1999; Yan, 2010). Foucault (1991) explains that governmentality is constituted by both 
the governing technology of others and self. These processes are mutually interconnected, 
and take many forms in society from the “guidance of families to the ethics of care and the 
management of the soul” (Mitchell, 2006, p. 389). Burchell (1996) also defines 
governmentality as an “art of action on the actions of individuals taken either singly or 
collectively, so as to shape, guide, correct and modify the ways in which they conduct 
themselves” (p. 19). Although the methods of regulation and control seem to be minor and 
insignificant, theorists of governmentality argue that these governing technologies are 
intimately connected with certain political and economic strategies to produce certain types 
of citizens (Fairclough, 2006; Mitchell, 2006; Hoffman, 2010; Rose, 1999; Yan, 2010).  
Building on the theory of governmentality, theorists of neoliberal governmentality, in 
particular, highlight that the technologies of regulating populations are more indirectly 
performed (Besley & Peters, 2009; Burchell, 1996; Rose, 1999). Distinguished from direct 
disciplining methods that utilize explicit physical coercions such as punishment at schools 
and confinement at mental hospitals and prisons, neoliberal governmentality theorists point 
out that neoliberal governing technologies are performed through subjects’ own desires. In 
particular, in advanced neoliberal regimes, Rose (1993) points out that governing is practiced 
in more “distanced ways” (p.285) through the regulated choices of individual citizens (Rose, 
1996). The notion of “regulated choices” suggests that, even though certain individual or 
collective conducts are seemingly performed through agents’ freedom, in fact their choices 
are not self-determined. Rather, Rose and Millder (2010) argue that the emphasis of market 
and self has changed the practices that neoliberal governments mobilize; that is, the form of 
self-government that, undergirded by individuals’ freedom and choice, maximizes 
entrepreneurship. In this view, citizens are positioned as taking the responsibilities of their 
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choices (Rose & Millder, 2010).  
While theorists of neoliberal governmentality have shown the shifting impact that 
governing technologies have on the neoliberal subject’s self-government, their theory-
centered approach underestimates both of the complexity and liquidity3 of these governing 
technologies and states’ continuing significant role in neoliberal regimes (see Mitchell, 2003; 
Hoffman, 2010). In other words, neoliberal governing technologies are consistently shifting 
along with changes in the mechanisms of the operation of neoliberal regimes. Regarding 
states’ intervention in regulating populations, theorists of neoliberal governmentality contend 
that market rules infect every arena of social life. Within this theoretical frame, states are 
perceived as minimizing their regulations on individuals’ everyday lives (see Besley, & 
Peters, 2009). That is, individual citizens, who are fostered to act as autonomous agents, and 
the neoliberal system itself, which is perceived as naturally formed and operating through 
apolitical and amoral mechanisms, are recognized as main actors of neoliberal regimes rather 
than states. Yet, Hardt and Negri (2000) point out, if the state’s intervention were minimized, 
the decline of sovereignty of nation-states would be observed, especially in advanced 
neoliberal states. Following this, I argue that the theory-centered approach on neoliberal 
governing technologies overlooks the significant roles governments play in framing and 
operating neoliberal systems (see Dent, 2003; Greenhalgh, 2010; Greenhalgh & Winckle, 
2005).   
The theory-centered approach to neoliberal governmentality tends to simplify the 
interactions between neoliberal governing technologies and individuals’ agency (see Mitchell, 
2006; Hoffman, 2010). In other words, individuals’ choices and actions are simplified as an 
                                           
3 In other words, neoliberal governing technologies are consistently shifting along with the changes in the 
operational mechanisms of the neoliberal regimes. 
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outcome of neoliberal governing; this discounts individuals’ strategies of acting on their own 
accord and ignores the diversification of individuals’ choices and actions according to their 
relationship to the labor market on local, national, and global levels. Mitchell (2006) also 
denotes the importance of the examination of “bottom-up realms” (p. 390) in the study of 
neoliberal governmentality, which refers to the “general and particular responses to new 
technologies and rationalities” of major institutions and actors, including the state (p. 390). 
Mitchell (2006) emphasizes the examination of “the evasions, resistances, enablements, 
exclusions, and/or motivations for individual behaviors which occur alongside and in relation 
to new forms of contemporary ‘government’” (p. 390). Hoffman (2010) also accentuates the 
necessity of detailed ethnographic works to capture the complexity of the actual neoliberal 
governing methods that are imbricated with resistance and rule (also see Larner, 2003).  
 
Reengineering Neoliberal Cultural Citizenship  
 
Public education has historically functioned as a key forum in creating a particular 
subjectivity that is in line with the development of capitalism in the U.S. (Mitchell, 2003, 
2006; Ong, 2006). In this study, ‘subjectivity’ refers to “the ways of being and thinking in 
relation to authority.” (Rabinow, 1994, p. XXXIII). Mitchell (2003) argues that the outcome 
of public education is not just the improvement of students’ literacy or work skills, but also 
the production of particular state subjects. Building on Mitchell’s discussion, this study 
asserts that U.S. community colleges function as a crucial contemporary institution that 
regulates the modalities of social belonging not only among U.S. domestic students but also 
among international students. In her discussions on public and social institutions’ role in the 
subject making of new arrivals in the U.S., Ong (1996) points out that state agencies 
discipline new comers to follow normative attitudes and form proper identity that are 
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prescribed. Here Ong (1996) defines cultural citizenship as the cultural processes of 
“subjecti-fication of self-making and being-made” in the context of power relationships. In 
other words, entitling a person a social membership can be understood as subject-making in 
certain ways. However, this process is not a unilateral process but a mutual process of ‘self-
making and being-made by power relations that produce consent through schemes of 
surveillance, discipline, control, and administration” (Ong, 1996, p. 736; also see Corrigan & 
Sayer, 1985; Foucault 1988, 1991). Building on Ong’s definition of cultural citizenship, in 
this study, refers to cultural processes through which diverse forms of agents including 
community college personnel, other groups of international and domestic students including 
Korean American students, and these Korean international students practice the technologies 
of others and self in reshaping these Korean international students’ social, racial and class 
identities within the U.S. social and political economic contexts.  
However, in neoliberal regimes, public education is understood as a technology of 
power that aims to promote students’ entrepreneurship so that they can freely cross borders as 
educational consumers and transnational migrant workers (see Foucault, 1988, 1991; 
Hoffman, 2010; Mitchell, 2006; Ong, 1996, 2006). Critical researchers (Hoffman, 2010; 
Mitchell, 2006; also see Ong, 1996, 2006) point out that in the attempt towards universalizing 
entrepreneurial types of citizens, public educational institutions tend to channel people’s 
desires, needs, and strategies through various institutional practices such as control and 
methods of administration.  
More specifically, theorists of neoliberal governmentality point out that neoliberal states 
promotes the notion of ‘freedom’ to increase autonomy in individuals’ submission to 
neoliberal rule (Hoffman, 2010; Rose, 1993; Yan, 2010). The notion of freedom works as one 
of the dominant ideologies that cultivates neoliberal subjectivity and brings about an 
individual’s compliance to the neoliberal economic ethos. In Power of Freedom, Rose (1999) 
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argues that the state urges citizens to act as free subjects who self-actualize and act on their 
own behalf through choice. But, the notion of ‘freedom’ within the neoliberal, cultural, 
political, economic contexts “embodies and reflects the interests of private property owners, 
businesses, multinational corporations and financial capital” (Harvey, 2005, p. 7) by creating 
entrepreneur subjects who voluntarily cross borders; this enables cultural, economic and 
social capital fluidity in the business/industry and nation-state context (Mitchell, 2003; 
Roman 2005). As Rose (1999) presents the notion of ‘conditioned choice’, I term such 
freedom in neoliberal regimes as ‘directed freedom’. As such, theorists of neoliberal 
governmentality denote that in advanced capitalist regimes, states use more remote 
governance technologies by normalizing the regulated choices of individual citizens. By this 
logic, individuals, viewed as autonomous agents, are urged to maximize their expertise 
through self-mastery (Hoffman, 2010). As discussed above, within this rationality, citizenship 
is further identified as individualized. At this point, often from extremely utilitarian 
perspectives, postsecondary education is explained as being essential for employability and 
consequential individual wellness (see Yelland, 2011) in both pro-neoliberal and critical 
literature. However, these critics overlook the possibility of neoliberal states’ strategies to 
articulate different rationalities that not only denote but also degrade the significance of 
higher education even in terms of employment.  
Furthermore, as capital accumulation becomes more flexible across national borders, the 
politics of citizenship is being recontextualized and restratified along with the dynamics of 
the capital accumulation system that accompanies the simultaneous rescaling of labor 
markets both in a nation-state and at global levels4 (Harvey, 2005; McCarthy, 2011; 
Mitchell, 2006; Ong, 2006; Robinson, 2001; Sassen, 2007). That is to say, the formation of a 
                                           
4 Robinson (2001) discussed that nation-states are transforming as part of the economic globalization process as 
new class relations emerge between global capital and global labor. 
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new transnational political economy and international labor markets brings rescaling of labor 
within certain nation-states by controlling the flow or containment of people and creating 
hierarchical categories of work skills, knowledge and entitlement of cultural, political and 
social citizenship (see Roman, 2005; Sassen, 2007). In these situations, I argue that neoliberal 
states diversify the modalities of cultural citizenship based on people’s market value as a way 
of controlling the flow or containment of people (see Roman, 2005; Sassen, 2007). Therefore, 
the globalization of U.S. public community college can also be understood as social 
engineering that modifies diverse groups of student populations’ social belonging. Following 
researchers (Calhoun, 2002; Rizvi, 2005; Robinson, 2001) who argue that class stratification 
tends to be expanded from the national to the global level, I insist that the globalization of 
U.S. public community colleges are also linked to the production of transnational low-wage 
workers who are often subjected to discrimination and exploitation.  
According to this view, this study posits public community colleges as one of the most 
important forums where the U.S. state and the economic stake holders are engaged in the 
implementation of globalism, which is defined as the operationalization of globalization by 
economic-driven practices to maximize flexible capital accumulation. Thus, U.S. public 
community colleges’ management of globalism and the cultural politics of citizenship are 
shaped by the larger project of a neoliberal political economy and consequent rescaling of 
labor both in a U.S. and also a transnational context. This study particularly pays attention to 
the impact of these Korean international students’ non-American status on the community 
college’s politics of cultural citizenship. Second, this study investigates how the historical, 
cultural, political, and militaristic relationships between South Korea and the U.S. are 
embedded in the institutional ways of managing these Korean international students. In this 
examination, I extend the concept of cultural citizenship to include a sense of “felt identity” 
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(Berezin, 2002, p. 41).5 That is, certain groups of social members still feel marginalized even 
when they are acculturalized to dominant cultures and/or equipped with the qualifications of 
acculturalizaton, ethnicity, job skills, etc., that are prescribed by dominant power groups as 
defining what a successful or desirable social member looks like. In this case, I would argue 
that, the politics of ‘cultural citizenship’ inherently highlights that subjects of cultural 
citizenship are consistently identified as outsiders in the aspect of ‘felt identity’. Thus, in my 
examination of these Korean international students’ sense of belonging, I also paid attention 
to their ‘felt identity.’  
Furthermore, this study pays attention to these Korean students’ ways of responding to 
institutional practices in order to advocate for their belonging. In addition, the general racial 
profiling of Korean Americans (or more broadly Asian Americans) and especially the 
particular marginalization of 1.5 generation of Korean American students at SCC also 
functions as a crucial factor in shaping these Korean international students’ cultural 




Global and Transnational Ethnography 
This study attempts to overcome methodological nationalism in terms of research 
method even though it was undertaken at a local community college. Methodological 
nationalism is based on the logic that “nationally bounded societies are taken to the naturally 
given entities to study” (Wimmer & Schiller, 2002, p. 304). Wimmer and Schiller (2002) 
                                           
5 Berezin (2002)’s example of African Americans in the U.S. Even African-Americans who are born in the U.S. 
still feel alienated and not recognized as regular social members. In other words, Berezin presents that ‘as felt 
identity’ these African Americans are not US citizens (Berezin, 2002).  
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further that the emergence and dominance of methodological nationalism is affected by the 
modern project of nation-state building. In other words, the formation of nation and state 
provide the schema for the work of social science researchers and “the territorialization of 
social science imaginary and the reduction of the analytical focus to the boundaries of the 
nation-state” (Wimmer & Schiller, 2002, p. 307) still persists. 
Instead, I frame this study as a simultaneously global and transnational ethnographic 
study. In his discussions on the differences between global studies and transnational studies, 
Schiller, Basch and Blanc (1992) explain that global studies are concerned about the impact 
of capitalism over the globe. That is, the global capital system is becoming increasingly 
dominant and as a result, the global system in which capitalist production, distribution and 
consumption are unequally interrelated, becomes the context of and channel through which 
class relationships are reshaped across the globe. In his introductory essay about global 
ethnography, Burawoy (2000) also argues that as capitalism is disseminated across the globe, 
local realities are not confined within nation-states, but rather are affected by global circuits 
of capital. Moreover, Burawoy (2000) identifies three axes of global ethnography: global 
forces, connections and imaginations. Burawoy (2000) explains that global ethnography that 
focuses on global forces examines external forces outside of the nation-state context that 
people resist or acclimate to. The global ethnography of global connections interrogates 
people’s social networks that are formed with others who are at different sites and also looks 
at how people form and reproduce connections that extended across the world (Burawoy, 
2000; also see Burbules, 20026). Third, Burawoy (2000) describes that global ethnography 
also investigates global imaginations that people conceive and the context of imaginations 
                                           
6 Burbules (2002) also points out that in educational research, it is difficult to ignore gobal forces that affect 
educational landscapes including changing student population, job markets, media and technologies. Thus, 
Burbules points out that educational research itself becomes international research. 
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that are embedded in global processes. Among the three core components of global 
ethnography, this study particularly pays attention to global forces and global imaginations in 
its inquiry: For global forces, this study focuses on the impact of the neoliberal world 
economy and supranational institutions including OECD and IMF as significant forces that 
distantly affect both these students’ exit from their home country and the Station Community 
College’s management of these international students. Secondly, this study pays attention to 
the different forms of globalization that are described, experienced and/or imagined by the 
Korean and U.S. states and these Korean international students. Through this kind of 
examination, this study provides empirical specificity of globalization and the globalization 
of U.S. higher education.  
While paying attention to global forces and imaginations, this study also situates this 
study as a transnational ethnography that looks specifically at how the historical, political, 
cultural and economic relationships between South Korea and the U.S.7 affect these students’ 
understanding of globalization, their arrival to U.S. shores and the navigation of their social 
belonging. I consider the relationship of these two states to be especially important because it 
undergirds the interactions between these Korean young adults, Station Community College 
personnel and U.S. domestic students, and is important to determining the location of these 
Korean international students within institutional and U.S. contexts. 
With these considerations in mind, this study understands Station Community College as 
a global and transnational public sphere and ideological apparatus. Located in the Chicago 
metropolitan area, which is a representative global cities, Station Community College is first 
and foremost a contact zone of diverse groups of students, with U.S. and foreign –born 
                                           
7 N. Y. Kim (2008) also indicates that the notion of ‘transnational’ stress the unequal power relationships 
between two nation-states.  
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faculty, administrators and staff forming complex relational webs around them. This global 
metropolis has embraced globalization and is the destination of numerous international 
students; it is also the home and workplace for diverse minority community college students 
(McCarthy, 2011; Sassen, 2007). A global city is also a strategic discursive arena for 
implementing globalism through the reconfiguration of resources, populations, and 
citizenship by neoliberal federal and state governments as well as transnational corporations 
(Bauman, 2007; McCarthy, 2011; Sassen, 2007; Sennett, 2006). In particular, the global city 
as a transnational and translocal space is often directly related to transnational corporations, 
which are very engaged in the process of economic globalization (Sassen, 2007). Thus, 
Station Community College in Chicago acts as a lens through which to examine a community 
college as a social field, where more complex cultural, political, and economic projects are 
performed by diverse agents such as the federal and local governments and political and 
economic stake holders8. Overall, this study highlights the transnational processes through 
which these Korean young people enact new forms of social identities within the global 
context that they are immersed in. 
 
Research Design and Data Analysis 
This study aims to construct a comprehensive frame to understand the complex  
interlinks between structural factors and individual agency in the mechanisms by which these 
working-class and lower middle-class Korean international students navigate their social 
belonging. In discerning these students’ social classes, two criterions are considered: these 
                                           
8 Burawoy (2000) explains that as a result of the increased transnational connections through flows of people, 
information and ideas, global public spaces are thickening where “states are being detached and redirected 
across national boundaries. Under this condition it is important whether the thickening global sphere functions 
as public sphere where critical democracy is advanced or not.  
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students’ subjective perceptions of their families’ socio-economic status, and their parents’ 
educational level and income. In the case of working-class students, their parents were either 
elementary school graduates or middle school graduates, and their parents’ annual income 
were less than $20,000. In the case of students from the lower middle-class, their parents 
were high school graduates or college graduates, and their annual income was less than 
$30,000. 
Toward the research purpose, this study utilized ethnographic field work and critical 
discourse analysis to investigate how neoliberal economic preconditions influence both the 
Korean and U.S. states’ labor and educational policies and the modalities of implementing 
these policies through relevant cultural politics of identity and cultural citizenship. In this 
regard, I situate this study as a cultural political economic research project within the context 
of neoliberal regimes, positing that economics are “necessarily embedded in (conditioned 
upon) other social fields” including culture, discourses, and education (Fairclough, 2006, p. 
11; also see Jessop, 2004; Jessop & Sum, 2001).   
First, I conducted 14 months of field research at SCC from June 2012 to July 2013. The 
components of this ethnographic work were open-ended semi-formal interviews and 
participatory observation. SCC is a comprehensive public community college which is 
located in a suburb in the global metropolis of Chicago. According to the SCC’s enrollment 
report, in 2012, about10,000 students were enrolled in credit courses at SCC including 3,137 
ful- time students and 7,501 part-time students. Among the students who were enrolled in 
credit courses, 5,595 students (53%) were Whites, 2,192 (21%) were Asian or Pacific 
Islanders, 1,281 (12%) were Latino/a, 677 (6%) were African americans. According to U.S. 
News, graduation rate based on the fall 2010 cohort by 2013 was 14%, and transfer-out rate 
of the same cohort was 35%. To unravel the complex scene of contemporary public 
community college as a social sphere in which dominant political-economic projects are 
20 
 
implemented, the context of the global city is important is important, on the one hand, 
because many transnational corporations are headquartered in Chicago area (Bauman, 2007; 
McCarthy, 2011; Sassen, 2007; Sennett, 2006). In other words, public community colleges 
are becoming a strategic arena, in which the business and industry sectors are playing a 
crucial role in pressing the issue of reforming public community colleges to address their 
interests. The Chicago area, on the other hand, is the destination of numerous international 
students and the place of residence and workplace for a diverse group of minority 
immigrants. As such, the global metropolis is a microcosm that reflects a remapping of class 
and racial relationships within the transnational context; the groups range from high-paid 
cosmopolitan professionals to low-skilled and low-paid manual workers along with diverse 
groups of immigrants and foreigners (Sassen, 2007).Within this context, Station College can 
function as a laboratory to examine how business and industry oriented neoliberal reform 
furthermore affects the relationships among immigrant and international students, based on 
their various academic and career pathways. 
For the research, I recruited sixteen Korean international students (three middle-class, 
eleven lower middle-class, and two working-class students) and twelve 1.5 generation of 
Korean-American students (ten working-class and two middle-class immigrant students) as 
primary participants. I also enlisted five 2.0 generation of Korean-American students, six 
domestic students, four non-Korean international students, community college personnel 
including four faculty members and 4 administrators, and three Korean pastors as secondary 
participants who interacted with the primary participants. I recruited these research 
participants by utilizing the snow-ball method.  
The fieldwork research employed multiple methods: in-depth interviews, participant-
observation, the collection of life-stories, and critical discourse analysis. During the research 
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period, I visited SCC 3-4 days every week9 and stayed on campus from around 8:30 a.m. to 5 
or 6:00 p.m. except for holiday weeks and a winter break and the instances where I conducted 
participatory observations at Wednesday evening services at the Joshua Church, a Korean 
immigrant church and Korean international and Korean-American Christian college students’ 
gatherings that were held once a month in downtown Chicago. During my visits to Station 
Community College, I stayed at Joshua church, which is about 7 miles away from Station 
Community College, and also participated in their early morning-prayer service every day.  
Through participant-observation, I observed (a) how Station Community College 
manages 1.5 Korean immigrant and Korean international students in relation to the 
widespread values of campus internationalization and multiculturalism, (b) how the Korean 
American and Korean international students interacted with one another, with other groups of 
students, and with community college personnel, and (c) which spaces on the campus Korean 
international and Korean-American students used, and how long they stayed at a certain 
places on the campus. I consider that Korean ethnic students’ physical locations is an 
important indicator of their belonging to the community college. In addition, after I sensed 
that Station Community College was relying on Korean Christian organizations to manage 
the Korean ethnic students on and off campus, I also expanded my participant observation to 
Korean Bible Study meetings on campus, and Wednesday night services as well as early-
morning-prayer services at a Korean church off campus where the primary research 
participants were attending. In the observations, I focused on the interactions between Korean 
international students, and Korean-American students and pastors. I also participated in 
diverse on-campus activities such as international week events, an anti-domestic violence 
                                           
9 I used public transportation including suburb buses, trains and Metra back and forth from Champaign to 
Chicago to visit the site. 
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event, art exhibits and their receptions, tutoring, African American and Hispanic Cultural 
Days, college fairs, and so on. I wrote fieldnotes during and/or after participating in 
observations each day, and tape-recorded any public lectures that I attended.  
Through open-ended semi-formal in-depth interviews, I collected and tape-recorded 
primary and secondary participants’ narratives. In the interviews with the Korean 
international and 1.5 Korean-American students, I focused on (a) their motivations or reasons 
for ending up at Station Community College, perspectives on community colleges, and 
perspectives on their institutional membership, (b) their perceptions of “White people”, 
Americans, the U.S., and the hierarchies among different groups of students, (d) their views 
on globalization and their sense of national belonging, and (e) their future educational and 
career plans. To understand the influence of historical, political, and economic factors on 
their educational trajectories and their racial and class identities, I additionally collected their 
life stories, particularly with a focus on their educational pathways, and their direct and 
indirect exposure to Americans and American culture. In the interviews with secondary 
research participants, I examined their perspectives on and interactions with Korean-
American and Korean international students, diversity on the campus, and globalization. I 
especially paid attention to the ways in which community college personnel and other groups 
of students distinguished between 1.5 Korean-American and Korean international students 
(and whether or not they distinguished at all). 
The interviews with Korean international students, Korean immigrant pastors and a 
Korean American faculty were conducted in Korean and with the other research participants 
in English. The interviews were conducted in one-on-one settings 1-5 times with each 
participant and for 20 minutes to 4 hours total with each participant. All of the semi-formal 
interviews were tape-recorded and transcribed in the languages in which the interviews were 
conducted.   
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In coding of ethnographic data, I first employed an inductive coding method: rather than 
applying pre-established analytic categories portraying international students as ambitious 
and strategic educational consumers that the existing literature identified, I attempted to 
produce as many relevant codes as possible (see Emerson, Fretz & Shaw, 1995) by 
continuously rereading the interview transcripts and fieldnotes. After identifying main issues 
and topics that emerged and cut across the interview transcripts and fieldnotes, I created main 
themes.  
Based on the main themes that I chose from the ethnographic data, I inductively 
undertook critical discourse analysis. Fairclough (2006) explains that there are two different 
ways of using the notion of ‘discourse’. First, as an abstract noun, discourse refers to “what 
we might call ‘the semiotic’ (language and other semiotic forms as one part of facet of ‘the 
social’” (p. 11). Second, as a ‘concrete noun’, discourse is used “in the sense of particular 
ways of representing aspects of the world (e.g., different political discourse—liberal, Social-
Democratic, Marxist, etc.). Among these two approaches of discourses, this study utilized the 
notion of discourse as “particular ways of representing aspects of the world” (Fairclough, 
2006, p. 11). I especially approach language as a facet of society that dialectically interacts 
with other facets of social dimensions such as economic systems, governments’ politics, and 
social relations and identities (Fairclough, 2006, p. 11). In this regard, critical analysis of 
official and public discourses will propose significant indicators of specific connections 
between broader political-economic politics and these students’ journey to the U.S. 
community college. Moreover, official and public discourses do not reside at the level of 
individual texts but at the level of ‘social practices’, that is, ways of acting associated with 
particular areas of social life such as colleges and universities, local communities, families, 
nation-states, etc. As Fairclough (2006) explains, discourses are related to acting within 
“particular areas of social life which are relatively stable and durable (e.g., the social practice 
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of organizations such as schools or private companies)” (p. 10). In this regard, the approach 
of critical discourse analysis is very much relational (Fairclough, 2006), and focuses not only 
on “discourses (or texts) in their own right but on the relations between discourses and other 
elements of social life” (Fairclough, 2006, p. 10).  
Building on Fairclough’s discussion, I further that discourses not only affect the 
practices of stable social organizations but also individuals’ perceptions, emotions and 
desires. In this sense, discourses can be viewed as one of crucial indirect governing 
technologies. Within this frame, I pay attention to how these Korean international students’ 
self-perception of their value as social members are shaped and changed by dominant 
discourses. Based on such theoretical foundations, I examined official discourses that are 
formed and dispersed by the Korean and U.S. governments, and public discourses that 
continue to echo among Korean young people that are related to youth employment and 
social identities.  
To examine the official discourses, I first interrogated Korean and U.S. government 
reports and presidents’ public remarks and a column, as well as OECD newsletters and 
reports. Based on Jessop (2002) and Fairclough’s (2006) discussions that admitted dominant 
discourses as a critical arena through which certain strategies are embedded, I recognized 
these OECD and the government resources as crucial resources that reveal the governments’ 
official discourses that contain certain strategies that these organizations try to implement. 
Furthermore, I argue that dominant discourses are often rationalized and legitimized as 
official knowledge, and that these governmental reports, newsletters and presidents’ public 
remarks play a crucial role in that process, functioning as helms to guide institutional 
practices.  
For critical discourse analysis on Korean governments’ official disocurses, I examined 
the Korean government’s official reports and the presidents’ public speeches that specifically 
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relate to neoliberal labor reform and young adults’ employment. I focused on the most recent 
administrations of former presidents, Myŏng-bak Lee (February 2008–February 2013) and 
Geun-hye Park (February 2013–March 2017), because these two administrations’ policies 
most directly and strongly affected these students’ study abroad choice and their goal to gain 
respectful social membership in Korea. In particular, I concentrated on the most 
representative policies, including the Lee administration’s Kŭllobŏl idŏ Simman Yangsŏng 
(Training 10,000 Global Leaders) plan and the Park administration’s K- Mubŭ (K-Move) 
policies, which had been implemented as a measure to deal with young adults’ unemployment 
issues, especially targeting college students and college graduates. In 2008, the Lee 
administration initiated the Training 10,000 Global Leaders plan to produce 50,000 Koreans 
employed overseas, 30,000 interns overseas, and 20,000 volunteers overseas from 2009 to 
2013. K-Move launched in 2013 is a policy that consolidated the Lee administration’s 
‘Training 10,000 Global Leaders’ and was expanded to include overseas business start-ups, 
and overseas training. For critical discourse analysis on the U.S. states’ ffical discourses, I 
examined the White House Summit on Community Colleges and the President Obama’s 
public speeches and a colum related to community colleges. I especially paid attend to the 
major economic advisory committeees’ impact on community college policies and instutional 
pratices both at the governmental and local and instituional levels. Thus, in the critical 
discourse analysis of those materials, I especially paid attention to the rationalities that those 
transnational organization and governments promoted. 
In addition, I investigated the SCC’s websites, institutional reports and newspapers to 
look at how SCC interpreted the globalization of higher education and major community 
college policies, and/or how certain dominant discourses are embedded in the college’s 
strategic planning, policies, and curricula. I argue that discourses, which significantly affect 
the construction of social realities (Fairclough, 2006), can be implicated in documents and 
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images and that the result of critical discourse analysis can reveal the rationalities of 
community college as an institution and the direction in which community colleges’ 
education is heading. 
Secondly, I interrogated public discourses in Korea, which were often mentioned in the 
interviews with the Korean international students, framed as things that “people say”. I 
analyzed TV documentaries, talk-shows and public events related to college students and 
graduates’ social belonging. I argue that these materials are also texts in an extended sense 
(Fairclough, 1995). Even more, the public media plays a significant role in the constitution of 
the collective emotional community and their ways of responding to the state’s cultural 
politics of belonging. In other words, public discourses can, on the one hand, be understood 
as a part of the “habitual practices” through which people use “preconstructed meanings” 
(Fairclough, 1995, p. 206). On the other hand, public discourses are an indicator of common 
experiences of a group (Fairclough, 1995). In this sense, language plays a sub-function in the 
construction of social identity and the different forms of citizens’ social belonging 
(Fairclough, 1995). Moreover, official and public discourses and citizens’ collective and/or 
individual practices are in dialectical relationships that affect one another (Fairclough, 
1995).Thus, I investigated intertextual relationships between certain official and public 
discourses within larger sets of texts and social conditions, and these students’ individual 
narratives from the angle of complex cultural politics and agency within neoliberal political 
economic contexts.  
After initial open- and focused-coding, I repeated these processes inductively and 
deductively while I elaborated upon my theoretical memos to examine how the selected 
themes are related to each other. In the processes, I also made frequent comparison between 
the ethnographic and discourse data. Although my theoretical memos are based on the 
ethnographic data and critical discourse analysis, the theories of neoliberal governmentality 
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and cultural citizenship are embedded in my research design, data collecting and coding, and 
construction of my own discussion frame as well (see Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995)10.   
As such, the discussions that I present in this dissertation are an outcome through which 
the data and theories dialectically interplayed. As Emerson, Fretz and Shaw (1995) suggest, I 
tried to present the data meaningfully rather than to simply depict what the data instructed. As 
Burawoy (2000) writes about, I aimed to extend the existing theory through the dialectical 
and reflexive collaboration between the data and the existing theory. In other words, by 
providing empirical specificities this study purposes to open the possibility that different 
and/or more thorough positions and critical theoretical perspectives may arise.  
In this study, my position is multifold. As an international student myself, I have 
encountered similar struggles and issues related to social and institutional belonging based on 
my own lived experience of globalization. My global and transnational experience has a deep 
root, which was started from my childhood. I grew up in a poor farming family in a rural area 
in South Korea. I remember my parents, relatives and neighbors’ deep sighs, sorrows and 
suffering that were caused by the hopelessness in the face of huge debts even after much hard 
work. This was caused by the price slump in farm products including rice and beef and the 
consequent taking on of huge debts that they could not pay back. I realized later that that such 
price slumps were sometimes caused by U.S. pressure to import more products.  
Also, as an international student myself, I have always struggled to negotiate between 
                                           
10 In their book titled, Writing Fieldnotes, Emreson, Fretz and Shaw distinguish ethnography and grounded 
theory. According to them (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995), while grounded theory aims to ‘discover theories’, 
ethnography’s goal is to ‘generate theory’ (p. 167). In other words, within the grounded theory, Emerson, Fretz 
and Shaw (1995) view that theory preexists separated from data, and hides in the data waiting to be discovered 
by the researcher. Moreover, it is hard to say that theories that the researcher discovers are not pure if they are 
not drawn, intact, from the existing theories. Emerson, Fretz and Shaw (1995) discuss that the ethnographer’s 
role is not to discover but create theory. Thus analysis of ethnographic data is “not just a matter of finding what 
the data contain”, but is the process of “selecting out some incidents and events, giving them priority and 
coming to understand them in relationship to others” (p. 168).It is “a process of creating what is there by 
constantly thinking about the import of previously recorded events and meanings” (p. 168).  
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graduate school and local communities, which is also reflects my border social identity in the 
U.S., in Korea, and more broadly in the globalized world. Even in the field, I was not simply 
a researcher. Rather I acted as a tutor, a friend, and a mentor for the students. And like these 
students, I have also experienced the turbulent time-space rhythms of global processes, and 
my own life is also deeply embodied in the globalization of higher education and the process 




Chapter 2, “Neoliberal Identity Politics and Transnational Education Exiles” traces these 
Korean international students’ precarious social belonging in their home country. As a result 
of the Korean state’s neoliberal cultural politics of cultural citizenship and young adults’ 
belonging based on a prioritization of individuals’ profitability in the markets, these Korean 
international students who had mostly enrolled in low-ranking universities in Korea or failed 
to get into 4-year colleges or universities, were stigmatized as “losers” and/or “the surplus” in 
Korea. Within this context, these Korean international students are characterized as 
‘transnational education exiles’, who are on the one hand, outbounded by the Korean state 
that mobilizes economic patriotism so as to export less profitable Korean college students and 
graduates when they are compared to migrant workers and domestic high school students, 
who have more immediate economic value. On the other hand, it is revealed that these 
Korean international students also withdrew themselves from the domestic territory to escape 
a society where they lacked respectable social membership. Yet, after their arrival to the U.S. 
community college, these Korean international students tried to utilize the community college 
as a stepping stone to reenter the Korean neoliberal system by accumulating their 
qualifications, and recovering their social membership. These Korean international students 
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interpreted accumulating their qualifications as the recovery of normalcy in the neoliberal 
Korean regime.  
Chapter 3, “Privatization, Modern Make-Over, and Institutional Immorality” focuses on 
the SCC’s advising services for Korean international students. This chapter especially 
investigates the intersected impacts of the radicalization of U.S. community college as a 
commodity in an international market arena and the U.S. major community college policies 
in which neoliberal political economic agendas that addresses business and industry sectors’ 
interests are embedded in the SCC’s advising services for these Korean international students. 
Chapter 3 especially focuses on support services that are provided by academic advisors and 
an international student advisor. The corporate policies and practices of the U.S. state and the 
Station Community College are also intimately interlinked with the rationalization and the 
justification of the application of the U.S. privatization model of higher education in the 
international education arena and the institutional irresponsibility of not providing 
comprehensive advising support services to these Korean international students. With few 
support services, these Korean international students were lost in the U.S. higher education 
system in their transition to SCC and also in their path towards further education and careers. 
Under these conditions, Chapter 3 points out that these Korean international students are 
ultimately metaphorically mobilized for the U.S. neoliberal economic projects.  
Chapter 4, “Anxiety and Neoliberal Unfreedom” focuses on these Korean international 
students’ increased awareness of their invisibleness in their classrooms, and their strategies to 
recover their normalcy through their practice of their Christian faith. These Korean 
international students, who aimed to utilize the U.S. community college to accumulate 
qualifications to reenter the neoliberal Korean system, gradually gave up on recovering 
respectable social membership. Facing academic and financial struggles and aggregated 
experiences of being alienated in their classrooms, these Korean international students’ 
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perspectives and imaginations of education and their future in the end, largely conformed to 
neoliberalism. Thus, this chapter unravels the mechanisms through which these Korean 
international students’ neoliberal subjectivities are reinforced and, in turn, these students’ 
attempt to normalize their abnormalcy within the frame of God’s will.  
Chapter 5, “Transnational Unmoored” examines the tension between domestic students’ 
(including Korean American students) attempts to domesticate and/or alienate these Korean 
international students, and the ways in which these Korean international students’ rearticulate 
‘Americanness and whiteness’ to advocate their institutional and social belong in the U.S. 
territory. In particular, according to their understanding of globalization as American 
dominance in the world, based on their witness of U.S. imperial militaristic, political and 
economic power in their home country, these Korean international students distinguish their 
national identity from state belonging. In addition, Chapter 5 investigates the co-ethnic 
othering of these Korean international students to distinguish themselves particularly from 
the 1.5 Korean immigrants, and their intentional invisibility on campus as a strategy to 
navigate their belonging in the U.S.  
Chapter 6, “Critical Cosmopolitan Multiculturalism” discusses new critical international 
multiculturalism as a way to empower both working-class international students and U.S. 
domestic students. This proposal locates U.S. public community colleges as critical 
international and transnational educational institutions that educate especially transnational 
student populations including international students and immigrant students as well as U.S. 
native-born working-class students in becoming critical agents who can create solidarity and 
work together toward quality education that can help to reidentify them as not merely 





Chapter 2. Neoliberal Identity Politics and Transnational Education 
Exiles11 
 
“At that time [when I decided to go to a community college in the U.S], I just wanted to 
escape from reality. As soon as I entered college and faced up to the reality [and future], I 
shrank into myself,” Jungan said offhandedly. From a poor family, Jungan, who enrolled at a 
low-ranking university near Seoul, expressed her despair at her future in South Korea. Facing 
her was the harsh reality of having to struggle at work to pay for her tuition. But the jobs that 
were available were part-time openings that offered no more than two thousand won per hour 
(about 1.8 U.S. dollars). Filled with anxiety, it was not surprising when she quit her studies to 
earn money for her tuition in her freshman year. She struggled even to make ends meet and 
had to change jobs and relocate often, until out of desperation she moved to the U.S. 
Surprisingly most of the international students that I met at the community college had 
voluntarily dropped out of or failed to enter 4-year universities in South Korea. Most students 
in this study chose to study abroad as a way of escaping from Korea rather than as a means to 
achieve their ambitions of studying abroad. 
However, international students’ transnational move, especially to the major English 
speaking countries, is portrayed as an inspired strategy to become global elites in dominant 
discourses. They are envisioned as being able to cross international borders freely in the era 
of the knowledge economy by being well-equipped with high skills and knowledge. In 
particular, the notion of a “knowledge economic era”, which emerged among the OECD 
countries, highlights that high knowledge is prized in the form of personal prosperity as well 
                                           
11 This chapter is published as a part of a journal articled titled, Voluntarily Exiled? Korean State’s Cultural 
Politics of Young Adults’ Social Belonging and Korean Students’ Exile to a U.S. Community College in the 
journal, Higher Education (S. Kim, 2017, DOI: 10.1007/s10734-017-0212-3). 
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as a country’s economic development (Gibbs, 2010; OECD, 2011a, 2011b). And, the notion 
of high knowledge is often interchangeable with high skills in the dominant discourses 
although their definitions are highly contentious (Gibbs, 2010).  
The major existing literature on the same phenomena also explains that international 
students and their parents utilize their participation in the global higher education market as a 
strategic move toward securing their privileged class positons by accruing global social, 
cultural and geographical symbolic capital (Anagost, 2008; Matthews & Sidhu, 2005; 
Mitchell, 2004; Ong, 1999, 2006; Rizvi, 2005). For example, in their studies on Chinese 
international students and their parents in Canada and in California, Waters (2006) and Ong 
(1999, 2006) explain that Chinese parents provide their children with higher educational 
opportunities in the major Western countries to let them accrue significant assets which are 
often converted into social and cultural capital at the job markets in their home country. Ong 
(2006) presents the term “yompics (young, outwardly, mobile professional) global citizens” 
(p. 152), which refers to the emerging transnational elite groups. As such, the researchers 
indicate the internationalization of higher education is employed as a process of globally or 
domestically privileged class formation in which the international students in turn receive 
power incentives in an international arena. In the globalized world, these international 
students are in the process of repositioning themselves in relation to markets, governments, 
and cultural regimes by increasing their flexibility and mobility (Ong, 2006).   
Although the literature insightfully captures the complicated mechanisms in 
international students’ studying abroad, there is a limit in explaining studying abroad as a 
form of an educational exile by largely highlighting upper- or middle-class students. Given 
the limit of the existing literature, this chapter traces the Korean international students’ social 
positions back to their home country to examine their home country’s specific political-
economic contexts that affect their transnational move. In particular, this chapter first focuses 
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on how the Korean state’s identification of citizens as ‘the (potential) dismissed’ worked as a 
crucial structural factor that expelled the Korean youths out of their territory. The state’s 
identity politics have been accentuated since the 1997 Asian financial crisis along with 
neoliberal reform. Second, this chapter scrutinizes how the Korean international student 
respond to the identity politics, and furthermore planned to utilize their studying abroad for 
their future. 
 
Transnational Entrepreneurial State  
 
At the breakfast meeting with foreign cooperation representatives on January 9, 2014, 
Keŭn-hye Pak, the president of South Korea, announced that her administration would make 
South Korea the best country for enterprises by implementing the 3-year economic 
reform(YTN, 2014). President Park’s notion of “the best country for the enterprising” 
underlies the Korean government’s ongoing efforts to transform South Korea as a business-
friendly nation-state, and to be at the front line in aligning with global markets by attracting 
great financiers’ investment through the increased relaxation of economic regulation (T.W. 
Kim, January 15, 2014; H.H. Hong, February 27, 2014).12 In other words, this event 
demonstrates Korean state’s effort to ascendingly transform itself into one of the advanced 
entrepreneurial states which actively collaborate with capitalists.  
Later, Kŭnhye Pak additionally announced that her administration would promote 
                                           
12 When the devaluation of Asian currencies plunged South Korea into a disruptive economic crisis in 1997, 
the South Korean government chose to submit to the prescriptions of the International Monetary Fund (IMF). 
The IMF forced the government to implement neoliberal rules in their public planning and activities to 
accommodate particular transnational corporate and US interests for lending foreign funds to the country. 
However, with the economic reform led by IMF, in 2008 the Korean society face more severe economic crisis in 
2008, which affected by the US financial crisis in that year than any other Asian countries as well as the U.S., 




deregulation and liberalization in the economy (T.W. Kim, January 15, 2014; J.C. Kim, April 
30, 2014; H.H. Hong, February 27, 2014). In ahead of that, Kŭnhye Pak explicitly referred 
regulation on the activities of business and industry sectors as “enemy” and “lumps of 
cancer” (chosun.com, March 10, 2014). According to the Blue House Spokesperson, 
Kyŏnguk Min’s briefing, at the Ch’ŏngwadae (the Blue House) chief secretary meeting, 
President Pak mentioned, 
We should consider the useless regulations as our enemies which we must beat out, and 
the lumps of cancer which kill our body, thus the economic reform can be  
achieved by actively removing them… I hope we would use our whole capacities to take 
out them with great puffs (chosun.com, March 10, 2014). 
About these stipulations, N.J. Park (May 13, 2014) contends that the idea of shifting 
South Korean society into one of the best countries for business means the distinctive 
privatization of Korean society by domestic and also transnational big corporations rather 
than progressing democracy. In particular, since the 1997 financial crisis, IMF and the U.S. 
imposed on South Korea “as a condition for granting loans-euphemistically referred to as a 
program of structural adjustment-not only subject them to capitalist values and dire economic 
restrictions, but also undermine the very possibility of an inclusive and substantive 
democracy” (Giroux, 2005, p. 4; also see P. Lee, October 8, 2014). In that process, the power 
relationship between the conglomerates and the Korean state has gradually switched. In other 
words, in the previous authoritarian developmental regimes, the Korean governments 
exercised superior power over main firms in a way of supervising economic actors. However, 
in the neoliberal regimes, conglomerates ascendingly direct the governments’ policies and 
their administrative execution (C.S. Kwak, n.d; K.S. Chang, 2010.). As such, “corporate 
power and state repression have become an intertwined dynamics as corporations and 
governments collude in ways that overwhelmingly serve the interests” of the dominant 
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economic and political power blocs with the rapid expansion of neoliberal economic 
globalization (McLaren & Farahmandpur, 2005, p. 39).  
However, it is significant to differentiate ‘neoliberal economic globalization’ with ‘world 
economy system’. The ‘world’ economy system can be explained as the international 
economy system in which individual nation-state “developed national circuits of 
accumulation that were linked to each other through commodity exchange and capital flows 
in an integrated international market” (Robinson, 2001, p. 159). In contrast to that, neoliberal 
global economic system can be understood as the break of the world economy system. 
Instead, the international production and capital accumulation that are proliferated based on 
individual nation-states as entities are gradually integrated into globally structurized single 
system (Robinson, 2001).  
As the main factors that brought this radical shift, Kyung-Sup Chang (2010) points out 
that first, major industrial Korean exporters have speedily transnationalized through massive 
relocation of industrial and managerial jobs to other countries to secure cheaper labor and/or 
bigger markets. The notion of ‘transnational capital’ in my dissertation indicates the 
“functionally integrated business capital that transcend national borders (Dent, 2003, p.248).” 
In his discussion on the process of the neoliberal economic reform in three Asian countries: 
South Korea, Taiwan, and Singapore, Dent (2003) points out that transnational capital can 
prefer a stronger and more bureaucratic state. Second, as the result of capital liberalization, 
transnational finance has broadly taken over major portions of stock ownership of the most 
profitable business and industry sectors such as industrial exporters, banks, etc. in South 
Korea(K.S. Chang, 2010). As a result, the Korean state has established an ‘adaptive 
partnership’ (Dent, 2003, p. 247) with home and foreign transnational capital that are 
dominating the Korean economy. Korean state’s adoptive partnership with transnational 
capital can be referred to the ways in which the Korean state displays to tacitly address its 
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political and economic power blocs’ interests by strategically adapting to the fast-changing 
global economy in various forms of conjunction with transnational capital (see Dent, 2003, p. 
248). Along with that, the Korean governments are actively implemented the restructurization 
both the economy and the society, which are intimately related to each other, to address 
financial capitalists’ interests.  
In that sense, I argue that the stateness of South Korea is increasingly changing to a 
transnational one. Regarding the conceptual difference between the concept of a ‘nation-state’ 
and ‘state’, Robinson (2001) explains that a nation-state is a “geographical and juridical units 
and sometimes cultural units and inter-changeable with the notion of “country or nation” (p. 
162). However, the meaning of state can be explained as “power relations embodied in 
particular sets of political institutions”, which is built on Weberian’s concept of ‘state’. 
Weberian’s definition of state refers to “a set of cadre and institutions that exercise authority, 
a legitimized monopoly of coercion over a given territory” (Robinson, 2001, p. 162). In the 
relationship between the Korean state and Korean nation, in previous economic nationalism 
era which economic development was considered as one of the most significant arenas for 
nation building, it can be explained that the Korean state was formed based on Korean nation-
state, and the economy sector was a sub-structure of Korean state. However, in the economic 
globalization era, which involves Korean economic spheres are rapidly integrated along with 
expansion of the home- and foreign-originated transnational corporations’ activities across 
the borders, thus the boundaries among different nation-states’ are getting blurred in the 
economic activities, Korean state is gradually exceeding beyond its physical territory. Also, in 
terms of addressing transnational capitalists’ interests rather than public good in favor of its 
citizens, it is getting difficult to use the notion of Korean nation-state and Korean state 
interchangeably.  
Robinson (2001) explains the definition of ‘transnational state,’ as a “particular 
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constellation of class forces and relations bound up with capitalist globalization and the rise 
of a transnational capitalist class, embodied in a diverse set of political institutions” (p. 165). 
Building on Robinson’s discussion, I would argue that the contemporary Korean state power 
groups are increasingly transnationalized as a result of the culture of managerialism in their 
operations of the Korean nation-state. They tend to perceive Korean nation-state as their work 
place which pay back them with wealth and honor. That is, to Korean state’s political and 
economic elites, who are also very privileged cosmopolitans with high mobility, Korean 
nation-state is not “only” but “another” floating home, so if Korean nation-state sinks, they 
have another safer floating home(s) to transshipment through their cosmopolitan social 
networks as well as with their wealth that they accumulate from the Korean nation-state. At 
that moment, the U.S. and transnational capitalists might role as rescue workers who will 
help the Korean state’s elites to safely move to their second home.  
In addition, I assert that the Korean stateness is built upon the previous characteristics, 
namely, authoritarian developmentalist stateness rather than being completely transformed 
from the previous executive ways of stateness. The authoritarian developmentalist state can 
be explained as a form of state which plays an absolute role in planning and implementing 
economic development policies. Under the state’s leadership, the Korean economic 
development was explained as a planned economy (K.S. Chang, 2010). In the reinforced 
neoliberal regime, the Korean state maintains its authoritative position to respond to the 
dominant transnational financial capitalists’ requests in the Korean economy by suppressing 
laborers’ union activities. Besides, the characteristics of the Korean state become complicated 
and is shifting from a nation-state’s industrial police, which acted to protect mainly domestic 
industrial interests, to a part of the transnational financial police in the neoliberal 




Identity Crisis of Korean Citizens  
 
As the relationships between the state and the economic actors are increasingly 
interlinked, the dominant narratives of citizenship have also vastly changed based on one’s 
profitability in South Korea. In particular, since the Korean governments chose to submit to 
the prescription of IMF, the U.S. version of neoliberalism, which projects “a global 
redescription of the social as a form of the economic” (Gordon, 2003, p. 142), has strongly 
influenced other social arenas as well as the economy. In consequence, the dominant 
narratives of citizenship also became dominantly based on market calculation. Regarding 
that, Ong (1996) explains the ways in which defining citizenship are “a cultural process of 
subjectification” (p. 736). In other words, entitling a person a social membership can be 
understood as subject-making in certain ways. However, this process is not a unilateral 
process but a mutual process of ‘self-making and being-made by power relations that produce 
consent through schemes of surveillance, discipline, control, and administration” (Ong, 1996, 
p. 736; also see Corrigan & Sayer, 1985; Foucault 1988, 1991). 
Ong (2005) observes that in some states in which neoliberal ethos has been dispersed in 
diverse areas of daily life, especially comprising diverse social groups in terms of ethnicity, 
the states apply different treatments to different segments of the population according to 
class, region, etc. As a result, social stratification is reinforced in those countries which are 
already divided by social distinctions. As an example, Ong (2005) mentions that Asian tiger 
states such as Malaysia, Indonesia, Thailand and Singapore use different governing 
technologies to sharpen their economic competitiveness. Specifically, Ong refers to “colonial 
divide-and-rule-policies” that she contends still apply in those countries. In other words, Ong 
(2005) explains that the Asian tiger states are applying different biopolitics “in different 
subject populations, privileging one ethnicity over another, the male over the female, and the 
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professional over the manual” (p. 6) according to market calculation.  
Although Ong’s explanation is very important in understanding the Asian states’ 
different modes of governing their populations, its ability to illuminate the contemporary 
Korean state’s rules of governing its population in the economic globalization era is limited. 
Different from the South East Asian countries which focus on stratifying domestic 
populations in Ong’s study, the Korean state has first been expanding the populations under 
its control beyond the domestic populations which reside within its territory by actively 
supporting the expansion of Korean corporate activities across the borders. That change is 
paralleled with the adjustment of the meaning of territory as the state becomes more deeply 
engaged in the flexible capital accumulation in the neoliberal regime. The change in defining 
the scope of territory is explicitly described in the former president Myung-bak Lee’s speech 
celebrating the conclusion of the Korean-American Free Trade Agreement (FTA) on October 
17, 2011. In his speech, he contends, 
In old times, the states expanded their territories through wars and military force, but the 
21st century is the era in which we expand our economic territory, and we can create 
[much more] prosperity through FTA. By concluding the Korean-American FTA, we 
became the only country which concluded free trade agreements with the world’s top 3 
economic zones: America, the EU’s 27 member nations, and 10 Asian countries. In 
addition to those countries, we also concluded FTAs with India whose population is 11 
million, and Southern American countries. Although our [physical] territory is narrow 
and divided into North and South, 61% of the world [now] becomes our economic 
territory. 
In the state’s shifted perception of its territory along with the free trade agreements with 
other countries in the neoliberal economy, I would argue that the scope of populations that the 
state governs are also expanded to the laborers of other countries who are working at the 
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Korean business owned factories or offices in their home countries and also migrant workers 
working within Korean territory. The Korean state is actively establishing another type of 
agreements with the nation-states especially South Eastern nation-countries such as Thailand 
to recruit cheaper workers who can work in South Korea (Y.M. Kwŏn, 2007).  
As the populations who are working for Korean corporations is getting diverse in terms 
of nationality, ethnicity, and educational degrees, Korean state selectively adopted neo-
imperial, post-colonial and neoliberal governing technologies simultaneously in its identity 
politics. On the one hand, in their governing foreign national workers especially from the 
poorer countries than South Korea, the Korean state and/or entrepreneurial politics of 
managing migrant workers are imperialistic such that applying harsher regulations and 
treatments of foreign national workers both within and outside of its territory. As the Korean 
corporations build their factories in abroad, they are revealed to implement imperialistic 
technologies to control the local laborers.   
On the other hand, in governing its nationals, the Korean political and economic power 
blocs have been opting to use post-colonial and neoliberal technologies simultaneously. 
Regarding the neo-colonial aspect, the first Korean government which succeeded the interim 
government ruled by U.S. military force from 1945 to 1948 right after the end of Japanese 
colonialism was highly dependent on the elites who studied in US higher educational 
institutions in its administration of state affairs. Similarly, the contemporary Korean state has 
valued elite Koreans who received post-secondary diplomas, especially in the case of master 
and doctoral degrees, from the top-tier colleges and universities in economically advanced 
Western countries, particularly still in the US. In addition, the Korean state actively entitles 
overseas transnational elite Koreans by allowing them dual citizenship as a way to secure 
cosmopolitan human capital (E.J. Kim, 2012; H.J. Choi, 2015) to compete in the global 
market. In the transnationalized economic arena those elite overseas Koreans strategically 
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including Koran adoptees in abroad are highly valued as assets by the state, since they are 
believed to be equipped with foreign language especially English skills, cutting-edge job 
skills and knowledge, and/or transnational cultural and/or social capital which are crucial 
tools for the establishment of so called ‘global Korea’ (see, E.J. Kim, 2012). In that regard, I 
would argue that in the South Korean state’s governance of its population, the national 
borders are getting blurred, and the collaboration among the Korean state, transnational 
entrepreneurial and other Asian countries which Korean corporations build their factories, or 
send their citizens as workers to South Korea, is getting stronger. This phenomena reflects the 
escalating trend in which the Korean state expands its regulations up to foreign nationals 
toward the conglomerates’ profit accumulation whose interests are related with the state’s 
power blocs (see Ong, 2005).  
Lastly, in governing of domestic citizens, who are residing in its physical territory, the 
Korean state implements authoritarian neoliberal technologies which ignore addressing 
public good, and furthermore legitimize the tendency. In the process, differentiated with 
Castel’s (1997) explanation describing “different modes of treatments of population, which 
aim to maximize the returns on doing what is profitable and to marginalize the unprofitable” 
in neoliberal states (p. 294), I would argue that the polity of the Korea state is getting one 
dimensional. That is, the states continuously locates its domestic citizens on the precarious 
discursive periphery by identifying them as the (potential) dismissed or unemployed 
commonly regardless of their educational credentials and work experiences especially since 
the 1997 financial crisis. The dominant identity politics became effective in governing its 
population especially after the state continue to carry out mass dismissal. For instance, in 
2007 and 2013 about 650,000 and 870,000 employees respectively lost their jobs through 
dismissals or “honorary retirement”, a euphemism for dismissal. Such harsh dismissals has 
effected both blue- and white-collar workers. Therefore, in South Korea, the whole domestic 
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population is seized with a collective anxiety fearing that they can be abandoned as 
disposable waste at any time. Moreover, their employment status, which is not always related 
to their skills and knowledge or human capital, becomes the absolute criteria to display their 
value as citizens. 
In a TV documentary titled Why do we go college (Urinŭn wae taehage kanŭn’ga)? 
(Educational Broadcasting Station: EBS, 2014), several seniors at Yeonsei University are 
seen chatting at a bar sharing their uneasiness about getting a full-time job after graduating 
from the university. The documentary includes in-depth interviews with their peers and 
professors, and was recorded by 44 college students for 6 months at 10 universities in South 
Korea. It focuses on topics relating to learning, relationships, tests for job applications, 
dating, money, and getting jobs. In the middle of their conversation, a sober-suited female 
student in a white shirt and black pants joins them. She had a job interview earlier that day, 
and sighs saying that she has two more interviews for the position. Although she complains 
that being interviewed three times to get a job is bleeding her dry, she adds,  
By the way, it doesn’t matter whether they interview me three times, or not. The most 
important thing is whether I’m hired or not. Do you guys know what we [me and my 
friends] are always talking about? Where to work [the reputation of a company], or how 
much we’ll get paid—those things are not important. We have just two choices: to be 
unemployed or employed. I don’t want to be unemployed.   
The choice between “being employed” or “being unemployed” is the most distinctive 
notion demonstrating how Korean youth nowadays are classified and identified. However, 
here the meaning of “being employed” can be understood “being employed” as “regular 
employees,” and “being unemployed” includes “part-time” and “contract” employment status 
which are very insecure employment status, thus which can be easily converted into 
unemployment status. The odds against the student getting the position were 100 to 1. 
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Although Yeonsei University is one of the most highly-ranked universities in South Korea, 
the students were still afraid that they would not be hired, with some of them stating that they 
would not graduate until they got a job. As the female student who had a job interview on that 
day mentions, college students are likely to be afraid of being devalued and marginalized if 
they fail to demonstrate their capacity to be profitable citizens. A large number of college 
students also chose leaves of absence. In 2011, 51.3% of college students (a total of 
4,987,000 including the male students in their duty of military service) were on leave of 
absence (H.D. Kim & J.H. Kim, 2013).  
Why then have such a large number of students taken leaves of absence rather than 
graduating as soon as possible and continuing to prepare for the job market? The most 
dominant reason for the leaves of absence is related to accumulate their qualifications for 
employment (H.D. Kim & J.H. Kim, 2013; M.H. Lee et al., 2011; J.S. Oh, April 1, 2013). In 
the employment market in South Korea, it is common for the candidates are required to 
submit English proficiency test scores such as TOEFL or TOEIC as well as their transcript. 
Yet, considering the cut-throat competition in the job market, it is general that students feel 
pressure to add their qualifications such as acquiring certificates and diverse volunteering, 
working, and traveling experiences within and out of the territory. It is a large majority of 
college students feel that it is too much for them to prepare for employment while they 
manage their study. Park, who is a male student of a university located in Seoul explained, 
“In fact, studying courses at a university and preparing for employment are separated 
matters.” He, who took a leave of absence for a semester, plans to take another one, because 
“it is hard to successfully prepare for job application while he is studying his college courses. 
Thus, it is much better to postpone graduation than graduating without fully prepared for job 
market” (G.H. Lee, March 29, 2011). And, he adds that in general there is a high possibility 
to be failed [in preparing for qualification for job application], thus students take second 
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leave of absence which is much longer than their first leaves of absence. 
Then, in their preparation for job market, why do the college students chose to take 
leaves of absence rather than to graduate? Regarding that a student on a leave of absence 
mentions that he prefers to be on leave of absence because he can be still socially identified 
as not a ‘peaksu’ but as a ‘college student’ (GH., Lee, March 29, 2011). As such, I would 
argue that majority of college students prefer to maintain their valid social membership as 
potentially productive citizens, which is the general social expectation on top-tier university 
students. If they do not get jobs when they graduate, they are labeled and blamed as a 
‘paeksu’, which means an in-and-out libertine. The student’s narrative echoes the numerous 
college students’ fear of being stigmatized as the jobless if they fail to get hired after 
graduating colleges or universities. This phenomenon can be explained as the most recent 
socio-psychological status of Korean college students regardless of class lines in which the 
anxiety of unemployment and their stigmatized social membership has extremely concerned.   
Sohee, another female interviewee at a regional university, clarified college students’ 
anxiety over their social membership, which could be erased due to being unemployed. She 
calls herself “assa” (hermit), a Korean-styled abbreviation for an outsider that refers to 
college students who voluntarily isolate themselves when preparing for tests for employment. 
She does not hang out with any others at all on campus in order to focus on the tests and job 
applications and to save time for them even when she is eating lunch. She mentions,     
Belonging does matter. Since our childhood, we’ve been used to introduce ourselves as 
‘I’m blabla who goes to bla middle school.’ ‘I’m blabla who goes to bla high school.’ 
‘I’m blabla who goes to blabla university.’ So ridiculous! So now, it’s time to introduce 
ourselves, ‘I’m blabla who works at blabla.’…But there is no one who hires me. After 
reading my essay which introduces myself, then they reject me. [I] feel so strange! 
Sohee’s narrative distinctively shows how Korean college students equate the status of 
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unemployment to their sense of social belonging, pointing out the fact that her social 
membership is decided by a company, which is absurd. It is the reason why she was 
embarrassed, because she not only felt ridiculed by the company but also devalued as a 
member of society. Thus, she isolated herself to get another chance to prove her value by 
being hired. It is a process in which Sohee is continually improving her qualifications and 
reinventing herself in order to be one of the useful parts of a company and society 
simultaneously. 
This fear is also read in the numerous suicides of middle- and high-sector white-collar 
workers who were fired during the IMF era. The suicide rate among Koreans is the highest in 
the world, and has dramatically increased since the beginning of the IMF era in 1998 (C.M. 
Park, 2013; S.H. Lee, April 7, 2014). There was a shocking 42.8% increase in the suicide rate 
in 1998 compared to 1997, with that among men between 25-44 years of age increasing by 
49.7%, and those between 45-64 years by 67.8% (S.H. Lee, April 7, 2014). This dramatic 
increase in suicides has been in tandem with the restructuring of the labor market and the 
severe and growing competition for jobs (C.M. Park, 2013). This very high suicide rate is 
continuing. Between 2005 and 2013 the suicide rate for people especially between age 30 and 
50 has consistently increased (C.M. Park, 2013; S.H. Lee, April 7, 2014)  
This strikingly high rate of suicide portrays two aspects related to the mass dismissal; 
first, the dismissal is connected with poverty, thus threatening people’s ability to manage their 
living with a weakened social security net in the so called ‘risky society’. Second, the 
dismissal also underlines their social death13 in South Korea. South Korean society can be 
described as being dominated by neoliberal market norms, thus individuals also seek their 
                                           




value of existing from their employment status (S.D. Kang, 2013, p. 31). In that sense, 
individuals’ lives are colonized by the status of employment and ultimately by capital (S.D. 
Kang, 2013, p. 32). In that respect, I would argue that one’s employment status becomes 
more vulnerable in the advanced financial capitalist society where a strategy among 
transnational financiers is to withdraw investment and close factories and offices is practiced 
more often and more easily, so called “move in, take the goods, and move out” (McLaren & 
Farahamndpur, 2005, p. 121). In that system, the efficient ways of creating and accumulating 
profits is shifted from the investment in producing goods to making financial investment. 
Moreover, as businesses apply their resources to various geographical and operational 
contexts to maximize their profits, they tend to look at their employees as more expendable. 
This is evidenced by the tendency to increase the number of part time and contract workers, 
who, of course, have fewer forms of resource in contract disputes. As such, the mechanism 
brings the shift in employment forms.  
As H.J. Jang (2011) explains, one of the significant factors that accelerate the reduction 
of full-time regular employment in advanced capital society is that on the one hand, the legal 
owners of the big companies are stockholders who are providing financial capital. And, the 
big companies are managed by management specialists, whose annual salaries are decided 
according to how much profit they produced for the stockholders. This is called as the 
‘principle of maximizing stockholders’ profit (H.J. Jang, 2011). In that mechanism, stock 
holders who are greatly interested in maximizing their returns prefer a short-term revenue 
maximization entrepreneurial strategy. To respond to the stockholders’ expectations, the 
management specialists choose to reduce the number of full-time employees and to switch 
those seats with part-time or contract employees and even to carry out mass dismissal. As a 
result, it becomes possible that the heavy stockholders or management specialists of 
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conglomerates could increase their profit even in the economic crisis14.    
As such, the technologies of governing the population in South Korea are recently 
shifting, and this shift is related to the process of neoliberal economic globalization (see 
Mitchell, 2003; Ong, 2005). Neoliberal economic globalization can be explained as directing 
globalization in ways that favor of transnational capitalists’ interests (see J. H. Joon, 2010). 
This also coincides with the change in the state’s relationship with economic actors. In that 
process, the national narratives of citizenship are continuously being transformed (see Castel, 
1991; Mitchell, 2003; Ong, 2005).   
Most notably, in the aftermath of the 1997 financial crisis, the Korean state launched a 
new ‘State Human Capital Resources Development Policy (Kukka injŏk chawŏn kaebal 
chŏngch’aek)”, which identified citizens primarily as laborers, and started to manage them in 
collaboration with domestic and foreign capitalists (S.H. Lee, April 7, 2014). Furthermore, by 
carrying out large-scale restructuring, the state and the capitalists have sent a threatening 
message by placing its citizens in a very precarious position in which they can be degraded 
like useless parts of a machine at any time. Rather than recognizing them as “democratic 
citizens, the state materializes citizens as means for producing economic profits” (N.J. Park, 
May 13, 2014). Under such circumstances, people’s economic value is inversely determined 
by the way in which their social membership is legitimized in the neo-colonial and neoliberal 
compounded society. This can be understood as a tactic of the entrepreneurial Korean state in 
controlling its population.  
As a result of the shifted governing practices, South Korea is nicknamed as a “suicide 
republic (chasal kongwaguk)” and also a “self-development republic (chagigaebal 





kongwaguk)” among its domestic critics. These notions are like the two sides of the same 
coin that are intimately related to each other. In a sense, as a way of getting away from the 
horror of ‘dismissal’ or ‘suicides’, all ages of citizens who have done through post-IMF era, 
including college students and very young children, are immersed in developing every aspect 
of themselves, such as their appearance, impressions, educational and social backgrounds, job 
skills, volunteering activities, etc., and utilizing them as weapons not only to succeed at the 
front line of employment (ch’wiŏp chŏnjaeng), but also as critical tools to prove their value in 
the neoliberal regime15 (S.H. Lee, April 7, 2014). On November 25, 2014, at a Blue House 
cabinet meeting, President Gunhae Pak emphasized, “the regulations which prevent creating 
jobs and investments, we will managing them by putting them on guillotine” to denote her 
firm resolution to minimize the regulation against domestic and foreign businesses and 
industries. However, as briefly discussed above, many critics point out her economic reform 
agenda is in accordance with the “economic growth without employment,” which ultimately 
favors certain capitalist sectors. As a reaction to Park’s remark, a prominent Korean 
engraving artist Chulsoo Yi posted a piece of work titled Silchigi pyŏrang kkŭdin kŏdŭl 
(Losing a job is the edge of a precipice) on his homepage on November 26, 2014. He (C.S. 
Yi, Novembmer 26, 2014) wrote in the work describing, 
Namely the people who are so called as the chief leaders of economy assert that the 
over-protecting full-time employees is the main factor of social bifurcation. Does they mean 
that the society in which dismissal becomes easy and retirement age is not guaranteed is an 
advanced country? In the society in which young students’ future hope is getting a ‘full-time 
job’, those who find comfort from living as petty full-time employees are very dispirited. 
                                           
15 Under the circumstances, many youths who chose to conduct suicides, thus the first death cause of youths in 
South Korea is suicide (N.J. Park, May 13, 2014). 
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Even though we try to find a way to manage our lives, there is no good idea. The people who 
don’t know losing a job is a precipice….  
In his work, Cheolsoo Yi clearly elaborates the trend that the government actively 
played a prominent collaborative role in converting full-time jobs into part-time jobs to 
address the interest of the capitalists. As a result, he portrays the very precarious living 
conditions of the employed in the Korean society, in which the social security net is 
distinctively weakened with the escalating privatization of the social welfare arena. As we 
can see in his block print, Cheolsoo Yi symbolizes white-collar employees by drawing a tie to 
indicate that the threat of full-time employment status will be continuously expanded even 
among white-collar laborers. In that condition, as Yi asserts, getting full-time jobs is 
becoming the hope of even youth students such as elementary, middle and high school 
students as well as college students. In that sense, neoliberal ethos, which emphasizes self-
responsibility and self-entrepreneurship, is generally understood as promoting individualism; 
in fact, it functions as a totalitarian governing mechanism in South Korea that drives people 
to indulge in self-development with the threat of dismissal. In the neoliberal regime in which 
public social safety nets are weakened, dismissal or part-time employment status is another 
name for sentencing social death. Overall, building on Burchell’s (1993) discussion of 
government defining “art for action on the actions of individuals, taken either singly or 
collectively, so as to shape, guide, correct and modify the ways in which they conduct 
themselves (p. 267),” I would argue that the Korean state is acting as one of the crucial agents 
which exercise their power directing certain ways of citizen perceptions and ways of being 




 Figure 1. Losing a Job is the Edge of a Precipice (C.S. Yi, November 26, 2014) 
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In the two volumes (2011a, b) of OECD Observer, OECD (2011b) highlights that 
“university graduates earn more, have more satisfying jobs, and live longer than those who 
don’t graduate from higher education.” And, it furthers, “investing higher education pays 
dividends for both individuals and the society.” It asserts that “developed economies rely on 
skilled labour to drive productivity and economic growth, as well as create a more confident 
and more affluent middle class.” In the same report, which mainly focuses on the growth of 
the global higher education market, it characterizes students as customers “seeing good 
higher education as something to pay for as a way to a better career.” (OECD, 2011b) 
However, in contrast to the OECD’s assertion that highlights the significance of the 
post-secondary graduates’ contribution to society, the large number of college graduates in 
South Korea is recognized as one of the potential major social problems especially in Myung-
bak Lee’s administration (2009-2013). In particular, young adults who are enrolled in the 
third-sector colleges and universities are perceived as one of the most troublesome social 
groups that can threaten social stability. This is because students of lower ranking colleges 
and universities are likely to be part-time workers in low or lower-middle sector jobs. And, 
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his administration explains that the domestic labor market has already reached the saturation 
point with college graduate supply exceeding job market demand. Yet, they are recognized as 
less profitable compared to foreign laborers who are willing to work with much lower wages 
and fewer benefits from poorer countries (M.H. Lee et al., 2011, p. ix).  
These dominant perceptions are distinctively articulated in a policy report published in 
2011 titled, The Policy Study for The Development of Global Educational Vision until 2020 
(2020yŏnkkajiŭi Kŭllobŏl Kyoyukpijŏn Suribŭl wihan Chŏngch’aekchiwŏnbanganyŏn’gu: 
Illyŏgyangsŏng Mit Ch’wiŏpkyoyugŭi Kukchebunŏpch’eje Kuch’uk). The report starts with 
pointing out that the high young adult unemployment rate is a threat that aggravates “social 
unrest” as well as a crucial barrier that interferes with economic progress (M.H. Lee et al., 
2011, p.ix). Indeed, in contemporary South Korea, the young adult is at the center of the 
social main debates and discourses. In particular, along with the restructured labor market, 
which resulted in the dramatic increase of part-time employment rates across the job sectors, 
there is a big gap in employment rate between the youth and their parents’ generation. This 
clear difference between the youth and their parents’ generation has produced a set of 
discourses around generational characteristics (sedae tamnon). The 386 sedae indicates the 
people who are in their 40s who massively participated in the democratic demonstrations in 
their early 20s, and later enjoyed the outcomes of the economic progress. This term also 
represents not only the people in their 40s but also in their 50s who got similar benefits. The 
88 manwŏn sedae is a popular term that describes the youth generation that is suffering from 
very limited employment opportunities, which is a result of the job-loss recovery during the 
IMF crisis.  
Most of the 88manwŏn sedae are portrayed as being hired as part-workers or the jobless. 
This generation discourse, which highlights the differences between these two generations as 
“generation conflict” not only in the gap of their income, ironically functions as a sabotage to 
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conceal the dominance of the inhumane neoliberal policies and practices by blaming the 
youths not willing to enter the lower-sector jobs (Y.H. Han, 2013). In particular, the 
contemporary young adults are compared with the young adults of the 1970s and 80s. While 
the latter group, who endured long hours of work with very low wages, is praised as 
‘sanŏbyŏkkun (pillars of industry)’, the 88manwon generation is seen as a “rebellious social 
group” who pose a threat to the Korean neoliberal government. In recent Korean history, 
young factory workers and college students have played a pivotal role in labor and social 
movements. Reflecting this historical legacy, it becomes clear that the conservative political 
party and business and industry leaders moreover prefer to employ foreign workers who face 
many limits in advocating for their rights in Korean society.  
The Policy Study for the Development of Global Educational Vision until 2020 report 
furthermore presents youth unemployment as a global and not a national issue that cannot be 
readily resolved  
Today, one of the biggest issues that our society is facing is ‘youth unemployment’. 
[Yet,] this is not only our society’s problem but rather it became a global issue. 
However, no state has a solution for the youth unemployment issue.  
As such, the report discharges the government of its responsibility for addressing and 
overcoming this problem. Moreover, the report notes that global educational systems have 
been stratified along with the restructuring of the global labor market, and argues that Korean 
education needs to be strategically incorporated into those systems. As such, the emerging 
educational policy inherently underlines the new labor policy, which is also aligned with the 
transformed global labor market.  
Specifically, the report suggests encouraging domestic (potential) college graduates to 
go abroad since the number of middle-skilled college graduates is known to exceed demand 
within the country. These middle-skilled college graduates are named as “KoGlosian” in the 
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report, which is a compound of the words “Korean”, “Global citizen”, and “Asian” (M.H. 
Lee et al., 2011, p. ix). Mitchell (2003) asserts that the process of globalization is interlinked 
with the flexible systems of capital accumulation, and drives people’s mobility. Toward this 
purpose, Mitchell (2003) explains that the dominant narrative of citizenship is changed as a 
way of governing people’s migration. For example, she presents the European Union’s 
politics which emphasizes students to be strategic cosmopolitans who are willing to cross 
borders for employment opportunities in other EU member states. The policy report 
recommends “out-bounding” the superfluous domestic laborers and attracting more foreign 
lower-sector and high-skilled workers, who are required by domestic manufacturers as a 
strategy for Korean economic progress. More strikingly, it advocates reforming Korean 
education to collaborate with the system of global division in education in terms of producing 
different sectors of workers. Within that framework, the report (M.H. Lee et al., 2011) 
suggests that Korean education needs to attract more talented students from other poorer 
countries and to transform them into high-skilled workers who can contribute to Korea’s 
economic progress by educating them in colleges and universities in South Korea16. That 
strategy is used as a rationale which advocates the globalization of higher education in South 
Korea. As such, the report locates Korean higher education at the middle sector of the global 
educational division system, in which educated talented students from less developed 
countries are transformed into competitive workers while relocating Korean youth out of the 
territory as “KoGlosians”. According to its agenda, it is clear that the Korean state is 
implementing policies which aim to transform Korean society into a more multiethnic society 
to maximize economic profits.17  
                                           
16 Its suggestion echoes other reports and policy agenda on the globalization of higher education in South Korea. 
17 As the background of the conservative party’s support for transforming Korean society into a multicultural society, the 
power struggles with the progressive party need to be considered. As the progress party emphasizes the unification of the 
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It was revealed that Myung-bak Lee’s administration conditionally supported study 
abroad in New Zealand in the interview with Sangho. Sangho went to the same international 
school in Philippines with Injong. He said: 
Once, the Korean government supported the students who study abroad at 2-year 
colleges in New Zealand. By the way, the condition for the support was to work at least 
3 years after graduating colleges. [I mean,] To reduce the number of the unemployed the 
state did that. Instead of giving scholarship, the government asked the receivers to work 
at least three years [over there]. That started two years ago [in 2010], and now it 
stopped… I got to know that through the chief director [of the international school in 
Philippines]… To reduce the number of the unemployed, they do that.  
The emerging youth identity politics of the Korean state are clearly different than the Chinese 
state’s identity politics. While the Chinese government has tried to mobilize its youths to 
increase their job skills, which are expressed as “quality (suzhui)”18, the recent Korean 
governments have focused on departing their youths abroad as a part of the project of 
restructuring its domestic labor market.   
If KoGlosian is a notion indicating that Korean youths are outside of the territory, 
“losers” and “the surplus” increasingly form an important part of the discourse relating to 
youth who are envisioned to have failed to get full-time jobs. The Korean international 
                                           
two Koreas and consequently Korean nationalism, the conservative party began to implement the policies which advocates 
multiculturalism. If that is the initiative factor what mobilize the conservative party to launch the multicultural policies, this 
is later connected with the economic progress through increase of the cheaper migrant workers in Korean labor market (see 
M.O. Kang, 2011).  
18 The notion of quality (suzhui) implies different categories of quality according to people’s social classes and 
jobs along with the progress of class division since China has engaged in the intersection between the economic 
globalization and the socialist modernization projects. For example, there are distinctive differences in the 
notion of quality between the college students, who are enrolled in a technology university and domestic female 
workers who are mostly urban migrants from poor rural areas. Although both of the groups are mobilized to 
improve their Suzhui, while the college students are subjectified to be professional patriots who are asked to 
improve their professional knowledge and skills (Hoffman, 2010), the domestic migrant workers are encouraged 
to become efficient domestic workers (Yan, 2008, 2010).  
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students in my research who failed to get admission to the 4-year colleges or universities or 
had enrolled in the third-tier universities, identified themselves as losers. Injong clarified the 
meaning of ‘losers’ within the Korean social context stating, “If you cannot be the first, then 
you are a loser.” Injong chose to study at an international school in the Philippines right after 
graduating from middle school in South Korea. He explained bitterly the reason why he 
chose the Philippines rather than South Korea for his high school studies: 
At that time [when I was graduating from a middle school in Korea], I thought I would 
had a hard time now on…If I would enter a high school, I should had prepared for 
college entrance exam. [But] I was not that kid who studied hard nor were on a roll. So I 
was not so sure my life would be better. My future was almost unclear. I thought of 
leaving to search for another pathway, whatever, no matter to win the mare or to lose the 
halter. I worried about my job, and I had no idea what to do in Korea. 
Injong perceived that his future would be pre-determined by his low academic performance, 
so getting out of Korea seemed to be an act of freeing himself from this hopelessness. 
Injong’s narrative echoes the dominant discourse of post-IMF South Korea which stirs up the 
social and economic anxiety not only in adults but also youths (seeAbelmann & J.Y. Kang, 
2011). Similarly Jungan, who worked at a variety of low-paid part-time jobs, resembled the 
stereotype of the losers.  
Interestingly, in their definition of losers, the notion of “being the first “does not limited 
to the academic performance, but rather the Korean international students mentioned that 
people were losers if they were not “perfect” in every aspect. Jungan explained why she was 
a loser and the surplus in a frustrated voce:   
Me…as people say, I’m a loser: a high school graduate (giggling), yes, a high school 
graduate. [And] I didn’t have a respectable job, nor ability to marry in the early age [in 
the early of my twenties]….[But] If you’re not perfect [person in every aspect], you’re a 
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loser or the surplus. At a Korean TV show, I watched a girl mentioned that if a man was 
not taller than 180 centimeters, then he was a loser.  
In fact, the TV show which Jungan mentioned caused the controversy among netizens, 
and made the notion of the loser to be well-known to the public. The TV show was a talk-
show titled, Minyŏdŭrŭi Suda (the Chattler of the Beauty). The show invited beautiful Korean 
and foreign young women of college ages, and let them discuss certain issues such as dating, 
marriage, etc. On November 9th, 2009, a Korean female college student mentioned that “I’m 
170 centimeters high, so I want a boy-friend, who is tall more than 180 centimeters high… 
One’s height is a competitiveness. I think short men are nujŏ (losers) (Wenhawik’imirŏ).” Her 
narrative defining short men as losers echoed the dominance of lookism in South Korean 
society. Yet, her narrative, on the one hand, caused strong controversy, but, on the other hand, 
made the notion of nujŏ to be well-known to the public. After that, some broadcasters 
parodied the term in their programs, and nujŏ t-shirt even became popular. In the figure 2, 
there are two men: one is identified as a loser, and the other one as a winner. This picture also 
echoes the Korean international studentsi’ mention of dominant way of categorizing people in 
two ways, that is, losers and winners.19 
                                           




Figure 2. A black Nujŏ T-shirt (Ban 8, n.d.) 
Meanwhile the meaning of nujŏ has evolved indicating the mass of ordinary people 
especially youth who fail to peform at the top in every aspect. To the question why she 
wanted to get out of Korea, Jungan giggled as if she ridiculed herself, and added, 
Through this and that, I was lost, so I wanted to run away…[I was] helplessly in a 
situation in which to be taken with monnani pyŏng (a disease of being no good)....There 
is no way....It was just too hard. I thought there is nothing [to hope]. I will keep working 
as an office girl until I die. No better life. I couldn’t go to the university with the 
derisory salary. I drew a salary even less than paengman wŏn (about 980 dollars)…[I 
reached] on the edge [of a precipice]. 
    As Jungan used the term of “disease” of being no good, and as if most of the Korean 
international students got the same disease, the notions of ‘losers’ was commonly mentioned 
in my interviews. As like, certain germs and bacteria transmitted in congenial conditions, it 
was revealed that the perception of “being no good” or “nothingness” was proliferated as a 
kind of social illness among the international students when they were in their home. 
However, not only in terms of being widely dispersed in the society but also in terms of 
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socially constructed, the disease of being no good can be understood as a social illness. The 
status of “being no good” underlines the students’ “stigmatized value of existence” in Korean 
society.  
According to their educational trajectories before they enrolled in the community 
college, the Korean international students could be categorized into three groups: the first 
group of students is those who voluntarily dropped out or took a leave of absence from the 4-
year universities on the second or the third tiers. The second group constituted those who 
failed to get admitted even to second- and third-tier 4-year colleges or universities. The third 
group of students comprised those who chose high school education abroad as they 
considered there was a low possibility for them to gain admission to the top- or the second-
tier colleges or universities. Because of discursive illusion of meritocratic ideology in Korean 
society which universalizes the perception that the ranking of the universities or colleges in 
which one is enrolled as well as their (proposed) salary represents his/her value as social 
members. Although their educational trajectories were varied, they commonly considered 
themselves as losers in terms of not belonging to the top-class of elite group and were thus 
deemed as being at the risk to be disposable surplus in Korean society.  
However, there have been some changes in labeling those who are not economically 
valuable along with the progress in neoliberalism in South Korea. Before the 1997 financial 
crisis, the notion of ‘paeksu’, which can be interpreted as libertine in English, was commonly 
used to indicate those who did not have a job not only involuntarily but also voluntarily. 
Therefore, in some ways, ‘paeksu’ nuanced the ‘the temporary jobless’ or ‘the freed spirit’, 
yet, their social mebership was recognized. Yet, as the competition for employment stiffened 
since the 1997 financial crisis, the notion of ‘paeksu’ has gradually disappeared in public 
discourses and been replaced by ‘losers’ and ‘the surplus’.  
Also, the representative discourses on youth have also been transformed according to the 
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shifting political-economic contexts. As briefly discussed in above, in the 1970s and 80s, the 
youths who worked deadly long hours with very low wages were on the one hand stigmatized 
as ‘factory girls and boys (kongsuniand kongdori’, on the other hand flattered as 
‘sanŏbyŏkkun (a pillar of industry)’ (D.G. Son, 2014). However, in neoliberal regime, the 
youth who have failed to get in the top elite group are now collectively identified as ‘losers’. 
The discursive shift from ‘sanŏbyŏkkun’ to ‘nujŏ(a loser)’ or ‘ingyŏ (the surplus)’ mirrors the 
shift of the state’s strategically changed politics in their youth identity politics which 
emphasizes their ‘productivity’ in the period of industrialization” to ‘profitability’ in the 
neoliberalized global era.  
Inhu had graduated from high school in Pusan, one of the major cities in South Korea, 
and then enrolled in a university in Seoul. Later she decided to drop out after one semester, 
because she had been so stressed out with the keen competition with her peers and afraid to 
fall behind in the competition although she patiently studied hard “to survive.” She was on a 
leave of absence in her first semester at the community college, but she informed me that she 
dropped out of the university in the next semester. Inhu tearfully explained how she felt 
condemned by others on the university campus in South Korea. 
In Korea, I often mind others… If I’m not doing well as only in an area, others tended to 
denounce me as the incapable [in all areas]… If we are not the first, we get left behind in 
many areas. Everybody needs to be the first. We need to be excellent in every areas. 
It seems to become a common culture for people to also categorically declare others as losers. 
This behavior can be understood as a conscious and unconscious strategy to wipe out the self-
contempt by humiliating others, and to discourage them in competitions at colleges and also 
at the job markets simultaneously. The dominant IMF generation of youth seems to penetrate 
that they could not overcome the neoliberal regime through social movements like their 
parents’ generation.  
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Regarding the inhumane culture, the female student of Yeonsei University in the 
documentary and her friend stated somewhat agitatedly: 
Female student: Today, an applicant next to me was interviewed ahead of me. By the 
way, [the person] equivocated in replying, stopped talking, and sank his head on his 
chest. Yet, I felt good about that, and at the same time I hated myself… 
 
Her friend: I understand what that means. 
 
Female student: I beat you! 
 
Her friend: Even at class, when others’ presentations are not as good as mine, I take 
pleasure in that. Yeah, I beat out you guys! 
As such, the IMF generation of youth hypnotize themselves that they could be selected to the 
full-time jobs with high pay if they defeat others. Regarding that Youngsook, who had once 
ran a private institution successfully, but later came to the U.S. and enrolled in the community 
college, shared her observation saying, “Students in Korea, students are extremely tense. It 
doesn’t matter whether she gets A at a test. [Rather than that, it does matter whether she does] 
stamp out [others] or not. Alas, [it’s] too chaotic!” Those narratives reveal the ultimate 
inhumane destination of a more advanced meritocratic society, and South Korea can be 
regarded as one of the representative examples. Similarly to German society20, Korean 
society is at pick of the ‘elbow society’, which indicates “a stiff competitive society in which 
social members must run only forwardly while shoving others with their elbows” (S D. Kang, 
                                           
20 According to S.D. Kang (2013), the term “ellenbogengesellschaft” in German which can be translated into a 
“elbow society” was chosen as the word of the year in 1982 in German (p. 37) 
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2013, p. 37). 
In those vehement competitions, the students were revealed on the other hand to feel 
pressure to be “perfect”. Inhu, lamented, “If we are not the first at an area [such as in 
academia], we become to get left behind in many [other] areas [, too]. Everybody needs to be 
the first.” Labeling themselves as well as others as losers or the surplus, on the other hand, is 
incidentally and intentionally functioned as a mechanism to withdraw the youth from the 
various forms of competitions in Korean society. As the reason why she came to the U.S., 
Inhu added with tears in her eyes, 
In Korea, I pay too much attention to read others’ countenance, and what others are 
doing. I have to do better than others who are next to me. Always [I’m] being compared 
[with others]. Even among friends, if I did not perform as well as them, they jump into a 
conclusion that I’m not good at all. I came [to the U.S.] to avoid that. 
Even though Korean youth understand uniquely competitive culture positions them 
against one another, they tend to choose to despise other people by naming them also as 
“losers” rather than blaming the social system. This social practice can be understood as a 
struggling for survival in South Korean society. As such, as C.H. Oh (2013) and J.M. Kang 
(December 13, 2014) pointed out, the youth who are the victim of inhumane identity politics 
also acted as assailants who reinforce the social stigmatization, thus ultimately contribute to 
sustain the marginalization of youth over all.  
Jaeyoon, who failed to gain an admission from a 4-year university mentioned, “[I just] 
wanted to come off the Korea…The competition for college entrance is so intense… [So] I 
just wanted to get out.” In the harsh and odd circumstances, the students felt so confused, be 
lost, and in darkness as like their lives would be ended soon. Sihyeon’s narrative shows their 
sense of crisis.  
When I sensed there is no hope for me to get an admission from any famous chasago 
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(independent private high schools), I felt like I was dying…[And, later when I was 
preparing for the college entrance exam], I felt like my life would be ruined if I would 
failed to enter one of the SKY universities, SungkyunkwanDea (Sungkyunkwan 
University), or HanyangDae (Hanyang University).  
As discussed so far, most Korean international students were afraid of being stigmatized 
in Korean society as being citizens of little value. Jaeyoon’s silent scream of “feeling like to 
die” because of presupposed ruined life reflects how meritocracy ideology suffocates Korean 
youth, which is sometimes expressed in the form of suicide.  
 
Recuperating Social Membership of Neoliberal Korea 
 
Yet, losers and the surplus are used sometimes interchangeably, but sometimes 
differently. The surplus is increasingly specified as people who spend much of their time in 
doing ingyeojit. In that sense, the surplus is a more narrowed term while the losers’ category 
is much more broad including the surplus, part-time and/or full-time workers who fail at the 
diverse formal and informal competitions and comparisons such as at schools and labor 
markets.  
W.I. Pak (2013) defines “the surplus” as “those who were immersed into every type of 
self-development to win in the high-pressure competitions, but ultimately failed (p. 7).” The 
surplus after the IMF crisis is distinguished with those before the IMF. Regarding that, K. 
Kim (October 13, 2014) exmplains,  
The surplus before the IMF era was the people who were waiting to be needed. They 
were the surplus because they were poor. Yet, the surplus after the IMF is the people 
who cannot wait to be needed nor have a hope to be needed someday. They did not even 
have any hope to be hired someday. In that sense, they are not the temporary 
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surplus….While the former surplus showed the attitude to struggle fiercely to make ends 
meet, the latter surplus shows the attitude to become lethargic and to prefer a stable 
society....To the IMF surplus, the time is to kill by doing ingyŏjit (the surplus act) and 
ppŏlchit.”  
Ingyŏjit and ppŏlchit, which are often described as sigan chugigi (killing time) indicate the 
behavior or attitude to fiddle around doing nothing and to pass time by doing meaningless 
things such as doing computer, sleeping, eating, watching TV all day, piling up paper cups, 
etc. (A.S. Kim, July 15, 2013). Through that they “endure their wimpishness” (K. Kim, 
October 13, 2014). The Korean international students, who were afraid of their social death 
as condemned as the surplus”, or those youths who cannot stand their social death as “the 
surplus” and/or “the losers”. So they are exiles. 
Yet, most of the Korean international students regard their choice to study abroad as 
a temporary deviation to escape the South Korea neoliberal system, since there is little 
possibility to erase their dishonor as losers and recover their social membership. In this sense, 
 




they are exiles who do not want to opt out of the neoliberal system, rather who ultimately 
yearn to reenter a neoliberal system as respectable citizens. They want to recharge themselves 
to face the competition with additional qualifications. In that sense, studying at the 
community college is an alternative for self-development. Being able to join in the line of 
neoliberal routine means that they are cured from the disease of being no good, and thus not 
abnormal any more.  
In contrast to Anagnost’s (2000) discussions on the people’s strong desire to become 
global citizens even in their home-country where they reside, which is expressed as “living at 
home in the world (p. 412)”, these Korean international students want to utilize the 
experience of “living in the U.S.” as a ticket to return to their home country as normal 
citizens. Also, these Korean internationals students’ desire to regain their social membership 
from their home-country is distinguished with Korean mothers’ desire to make their children 
as cosmopolitans. In S.J. Park and Abelmann’s study (2004) on Korean pre-college study 
abroad students, they explain the pre-college study abroad as an exodus to accrue their global 
capital to sustain their class privileges or to succeed in their upward class mobility. In Park 
and Abelmann’s study on Korean mothers’ management of their children’s English education 
through not only public schooling but also private education, English is perceived as a crucial 
“ideological vehicle”, which is highly valued “exceeding its practical use” (p. 646) as a 
decisive symbolic capital to indicate one’s cosmopolitanity in the globalization era, which 
they described as “to be South Korean in the world (originally emphasized) (p. 650).” 
However, the Korean international college students in this study rarely mentioned that 
improving their English was one of their important purposes through their studying abroad 
agenda. Nor English was a significant factor in their decision to study in the U.S. Rather than 
to be South Korean in the world.  
Meanwhile, the Korean international students’ motivation to study abroad is somewhat 
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similar to the domestication of South Korea pre-college study abroad in Abelmann and J.K. 
Kang’s study (2011). They investigated the newspaper discourse on South Korean pre-college 
study abroad (chogi yuhak) from the mid-1990s to the former president, Lee Myung-bak 
Lee’s administration (2008-2012). They found that South Korean pre-college study abroad 
since the mid of 2000s characterized an extension of South Korean schooling. In that sense, 
the studying abroad of the Korean international students in this study can also be understood 
as a part of Korean schooling since studying at the U.S. community college is a part of their 
desire to reenter Korean higher educational system. Yet, on the other hand, the Korean 
international community college students’ studying abroad is distinguished with the PSA in 
Ablemann and J.Y. Kang’s study (2013). While the latter group’s study abroad is motivated 
by the desire of class reproduction or upward class mobility, the Korean international 
community college students in this study are more interested in recovering their respectable 
social belonging21. In that respect, the Korean international students at the time of planning or 
starting their studies in the U.S. were distinguished from their counterparts in their home 
country. While the latter surplus, who have almost given up the possibility of reentering the 
neoliberal system, and are instead absorbed into the status of ingyeojits.  
So they wanted to use the community college to leapfrog back into the Korean 
neoliberal system with associate or bachelor degrees, which was blocked in South Korea.22 
                                           
21 That included class production in the case of middle-class students. 
22 In the process of their arrival at SCC, their or their parents’ social networks played an important role. As I 
will discuss later again, most of them had Korean international friends who were from the same home town or 
went to the same high school in Korea or in Philippines. Those friends were studying at SCC or other 
community colleges, and live in the local community with these Korean international students. In the case of 
Jaesook and Yaedam who came from the same hometown and went to the same church in Korea had three 
church friends living in the suburb in Chicago. One of them went to SCC, and she introduced them to SCC. In 
the case of Dabin and Manjin, who went to an international high school in Philippines, were introduced to SCC 
by their high school alumni who went to another community college in South Chicago, but lived in the suburb 
area. The other research participants were introduced to SCC through their parents’ social networks with Korean 
pastors who were directly connected to their parents or were introduced by their parents’ home-church pastors. 
These Korean pastors lived in the Chicago suburb except for Jungan who followed her older sister, who moved 
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Thus, improving their English nor getting education certificates from the top-ranking U.S. 
universities or colleges were rarely mentioned in their narratives explaining the reasons why 
they decided to study in the U.S. Some of them had even planned to transfer to the second-
tier 4-year colleges or universities in South Korea after securing associate degrees in the U.S. 
Susan, who voluntarily dropped out of a third-tier university in South Korea, mentioned that 
he originally planned to transfer to a higher-ranking university in South Korea after getting an 
associate degree at the community college, stating that two other female students had done 
that. 
Different with the international students, who have high ambition to become global 
cosmopolitans, in the existing literature, the overseas Korean students in this study, who 
wished to return, did not care about lower global ranking of Korean universities or colleges 
than U.S. universities and colleges. Rather the Korean international students who had not 
enrolled in colleges and universities had strong sentiments about being college students in 
South Korea even among middle-class Korean international students. Imho, who had 
transferred from a foreign language high school in Seoul to a private high school in Chicago 
after finishing 11th grade, lamented with a wistful smile, 
In fact, I want to study at a university in South Korea in the back of my mind. I want to 
go the distance until I get a degree, because I had studied there. I want to go to a 
university in Korea. Also, Korea is a society where academic factionalism [elitism] still 
functions, so I want to gain admission to a prestigious university such as Yeonsei.  
Imho accepted his parent’s decision to try to enter a 4-year university in the U.S. as he 
did not do well at the foreign language high school and that it would be almost impossible for 
him to go to one of the top-tier universities. Although he was admitted to transfer to one of 
                                           
from Virginia to Chicago, and Inhu who had an aunt in Chicago. 
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the top-tier universities in the U.S., he still longed to be a college student in South Korea. By 
doing so, he might expect to erase the feeling of being an educational exile, and redeem his 
elite social membership status by performing well in an institution in South Korea. Susan also 
appreciated the educational quality of the prestigious universities in his home country, and 
believed that their students can compete extremely well in the domestic employment market. 
This also reveals Susan’s desire to belong to Korean society. As such, most of the Korean 
international students that I interviewed at the beginning of the fall semester in 2012 
expressed the wish to eventually return and secure employment in Korea. Distinct from the 
Chinese lower-middle and working-class youth in Fong’s study (2011) who considered 
economically developed countries as their imagined and desired home communities, the 
Korean students abroad continued to harbor strong attachments to Korean society, and 




In this chapter, I have discussed the shifted identity politics of the Korean state, and how 
the identity politics have impacted the Korean international students’ arrival in the U.S. 
community college under the neoliberal regime. Regarding the relationship between the state 
and its citizens in the global neoliberal regime, Mitchell (2003) elaborates that a flexible 
capital accumulation system produced new dynamics between states and economic actors. 
Building on Mitchell’s discussion, in the case of South Korea, the state’s economic strategy 
focusing on the growth of main conglomerates has resulted in the transformation of national 
conglomerates to multinational ones. In addition, the South Korean government, which has 
faithfully observed the neoliberal U.S. guidelines especially since the 1997 Asian financial 
crisis, has accelerated the identity politics of citizenship along with the flexibilization of labor 
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markets in an inhumane direction. In that sense, the Korean state is dramatically transformed 
as an entrepreneurial transnational state in which political power blocs seek to reinforce their 
intimate interlink with the multinational conglomerates by actively addressing their interests 
rather than advocating the citizenry’s welfare. Toward that purpose, the state identifies its 
citizens as the (potentially) dismissed.  
By being overwhelmed by the impotent feeling in the stiff competitions in every arena, 
the Korean international students embrace the social stigmatization devaluing them as losers 
and the (projected) surplus as their self-identity, both individually and collectively. In that 
aspect, the Korean international students’ self-identities are prescribed through the identity 
politics of the economic and political power blocs. And, the Korean state is successful in 
alienating the Korean youth whose profitability is perceived as trivial compared to the 
migrant workers. In that sense, the Korean international students, on the one hand, are exiles 
who are expelled to leave their home country through diverse governing technologies. On the 
other hand, the Korean international students’ move to the US is a strategic move to earn a 
grace period to step away from a brutal system in which numerous people, who are identified 
as losers in the neoliberal regime, are driven to the edge of life. The Korean international 
students desire to utilize the period to improve their qualifications to reenter the Korean 
neoliberal system and to negotiate their denied value as social members.   
However, their idea of the social sphere which they wanted to belong to has slowly 
transformed or has become uncertain following their community college experiences and 
their interactions with the people both in the local and Korean communities. This uncertainty 
has also been compounded by their awareness of the changing population policies of the 





Chapter 3. Privatization, Modern Make-Over, and Institutional Immorality 
 
At the Station Community College, Korean international students were on the one hand 
highly showcased in the college’s written policy, but on the other hand strangely invisible on 
campus. According to the 2012 report of the Station Community College (SCC), 13% of the 
college’s students were international students, and Korean international students were one of 
the largest international groups along with Indian international students. Not only in the 
statistical aspect, but also in the college strategic planning, the increased enrollment of 
international students was identified as one of the significant internal environment changes. 
The college’s strategic planning, which was approved by the Board of Trustees in spring 
2012, clearly notices the facts that international students are from different cultures and 
family expectations, and struggle with a lack of understanding about U.S. higher education.  
Also, ‘challenging students to be capable global citizens’ is one of the key aspects in the 
college’s mission statement that was ratified by the Board of Trustees in the late 1990s. The 
college also announced that the college would reform its academic programs and learning 
opportunities to develop students’ global citizenship in the college report that was published 
in February 2012. A coordinator serving at one of the core divisions that directly interact with 
students explains the meaning of global citizenship as interacting of students in a way in 
which “people of color” are not “discriminated, biased against, or stereotyped”. The 
interview is posted as a part of introducing key community college personnel and missions on 
the college homepage. As such, international students are recognized as an emerging student 
group that the SCC pays attention to, and global citizenship and inclusive multiculturalism 
are furthermore identified as key arenas that the college values. However, there was a 
distinctive gap between the college’s written commitments and institutional practices. It was 
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questionable whether the college’s understanding of ‘global citizenship’ goes beyond U.S. 
historical racism that is primarily concerned with domestic minority students.  
In November 2012, there was an international week at the SCC. Since I had read about 
the college’s written commitments to and the college president’s receipt of an award related 
to making inclusive multiculturalism, I was very interested in how the college organized and 
presented the international education week. Main events of the international education week 
were held for three days, and mostly focused on social movements in Mexico. Most of the 
events were lectures except for one session introducing study abroad and a language lab open 
house serving students Colombian food and presenting information about the country.  
Yet, international students were invisible in the international education events. For 
example, when I entered a big lecture room in which main lectures and introduction of study 
abroad were held, a guest speaker, who is a U.S.-born journalist and also a social activist, was 
talking about the Mexican government’s inhumane treatments of Mexican factory workers. 
Next to the entrance doors, two white female American students and a White female 
American faculty member were sitting next to a long brown desk. They greeted and handed 
me four sheets of advertising papers. Three of them were introducing studying in India, 
France, and Spain, and one provided the class list for the global studies curriculum. As the 
guest speaker finished his lecture, Kay, a White American professor, introduced studying 
abroad in Spain and France. Maybe to attract students’ interests, she focused on what kinds of 
cultural activities and leisure were available to the students during their study abroad period. 
Following her, another white male professor of the community college, who was dressed up 
in long white Indian male garments, gave more detailed information on studying in India 
especially about the classes that would be provided by the hosting university.  
Although the lectures, which were major events of the international education week, 
provided a critical lens through which to examine the inhumane working conditions of 
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workers and social movements for social justice in Mexico, it was hard to spot any Korean 
international students who were participating as presenters, organizers or volunteers. Those 
events, which were mainly run by U.S. domestic faculty and students were more likely to 
advertise the global studies curriculum from U.S.-centric critical perspectives, as exemplified 
by a White U.S. male professor, who dressed up with traditional Indian outfits, introducing 
classes that would be provided by the university which was twined the Station College in 
India.  
There was no comment about international students on campus, nor any effort to connect 
the major issues of Mexico with Mexican Americans or international students on campus as a 
significant part of the international education week. As such, international students on the 
campus were not recognized as a part of the college curriculum although the college provided 
several historic, linguistic, philosophic, and cultural courses related to Asia, Latin America, 
and Middle East. Rather, as the field work proceeded, it became clearer that the ways in 
which domestic students were exclusively centered on the notion of “challenging students to 
be capable global citizens”23, and in similar way, the college coordinator’s notion of “colored 
students” are linked with ‘legitimized domestic minority students’ in post-secondary 
education, that is, domestic African American and Latino/a students. As such, international 
students were not considered as “colored students” like Asian American students, and also 
                                           
23 The discussions on the internationalization of U.S. community colleges (Opp & Gosetting, 2014; Raby & 
Valeau, 2007; Treat & Hagedorn, 2013) mainly focus on first, domestic students’ study abroad and second, 
curriculum reform. These two characteristics are proposed toward the purpose to improve domestic students’ 
international knowledge. According to the Joint Statement on the Role of Community Colleges in International 
Education, which was published by the American Association of Community Colleges and the American 
Community College Trustees, AACC and ACCT (2006) propose that “community college should develop 
strategic plans for global awareness and competence that respond to the needs of the community’s learners, 
businesses, and institutions (para. 1).” Yet, many scholars indicates that the recruitment of international students 
are discussed from different frame, that is, in terms of increasing revenue (see J.J.Lee & Rice, 2007).  
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excluded from the student populations who are expected to improve their global citizenship 
in the very existing institutional practices.   
The discord between the college’s written commitment and everyday institutional 
practices illuminates how even the goodwill of the college’s critical personnel to create anti-
racism and anti-bias on campus function as ‘the third-way of neoliberalism’ in reality within 
the context of internationalization of U.S. higher education (Mitchelle, 2006, p.403). 
Mitchelle (2006) explains the third way of neoliberalism as a strategy to “employ soft cultural 
rhetoric alongside hard economic policies” (Mitchelle, 2006, p. 403).24 Building on 
Mitchelle’s discussion of the third way of neoliberalism, I argue that the SCC’s written 
commitments to promoting students’ global citizenship based on anti-racism and anti-bias 
and its recognition of international students as a new group of minority students, ultimately 
functions as a cultural rhetoric that conceals the dominant U.S. imperial and neoliberal goal 
to increase economic effects by attracting more international students to its post-secondary 
institutions. In other words, within the global context, internationalization of U.S. higher 
education characterizes not only neoliberalism but also imperialism, especially in its 
management of international students from the colonized or neo-colonized countries 
including Korean international students25. The imperial practices especially toward 
international students from colonized and neo-colonized countries, which will be discussed in 
this chapter and 4, are legitimized and rationalized from the unequal power relationships 
                                           
24 Mitchell (2006) presents the notion of the ‘third-way neoliberalism’ in her study that examined the revival of 
multicultural education in European Union countries. Mitchell asserts that inclusion is understood as a means of 
EU students’ competitiveness in the global economic competition in policy papers, yet that policy discourse 
functions to obfuscate the neoliberal goal of facilitating the flexible mobility of those students based on free 
market rationality. 
25 Imperial rationality in a higher education arena can be explained as charging higher tuition and fees to 
international students with the presumption of the superior quality of its higher education. This practice is 
associated with the marketization of higher education with the purpose of increasing economic effects by 
attracting more international students especially from the neo-colonized countries.  
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between the U.S. and the international students’ home countries and between post-secondary 
institution personnel and international students themselves (Rhee & Sagaria, 2004).26  
Within the context, this chapter aims to unravel how Korean international students are 
managed by the college. Towards this research purpose, this chapter particularly asks two 
research questions; first, how was the dominant discourse of internationalization of higher 
education within the context of the global market associated with the SCC’s management of 
Korean international students? By probing this question, this chapter examines how the 
dominant discourses of internationalization direct or limit an individual college’s operation of 
internationalization, namely profiting international students, in a real setting.27 This chapter 
particularly scrutinizes the interactions between the community college personnel, namely an 
international student advisor and multiple academic advisors, and the Korean international 
students. These advisors were institutional gatekeepers, who were directly engaged in the 
management of international students on campus.  
Second, how did the “modern-makeover” project reinforce the alienation of Korean 
international students at the Station Community College? The revival of modernity project, 
which was activated by major economic and political power groups, issued indulgence to the 
community college to marginalize the Korean international students by exclusively targeting 
domestic students in its education and services. By investigating the significant research 
questions, this chapter provides a window through which to examine the complex interlinks 
among the dominant discourses of internationalization of higher education, the imperial and 
                                           
26 In my dissertation, I will limit my discussion on the U.S. imperial and neoliberal practices toward 
international students to Korean international students.  
27 Discourse can be defined as “a coherent or rational body of speech and writing” which represents a 
phenomena or an issue in a particular way (Hall, 2006, p. 165).  
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neoliberal practices of the internationalization of the public community college, the continued 
modernity project, and the capitalization on the Korean international students.  
 
Commodifying Higher Education within the Global Market  
 
The ethnographic work revealed that the Station Community College was characterized 
as a quasi-entrepreneurial social sphere in which the community college’s education and 
services were commercialized as commodities in the global higher education market. In other 
words, the Korean international students were managed as powerless educational consumers 
rather than as student members, who had to pay higher tuition and fees than domestic 
students, but were not authorized to equally apply or receive financial aid and some other 
services as domestic students. In this regard, in the global educational market dimension, the 
community college mutated into a very authoritative and unregulated quasi-market sphere in 
which the consumers’ rights were seriously ignored. 
In fact, dominant discourses play a significant role in directing the manners in which 
U.S. higher education institutions operate internationalizing their student bodies. As 
discussed above, Jessop (2002) points out that discourses are the key arena that certain 
strategies are elaborated in and through. Building on Jessop’s discussion, this study contends 
that the U.S. state and public higher educational institutions utilize the dominant discourses 
of the internationalization of higher education in the global context, which is also intimately 
associated with the dominant discourses of globalization and knowledge economy.   
Fairclough (2006) also points out that the discourse of globalization was associated with 
the discourse of knowledge economy of the dominant political economic groups who also 
framed the discourse of globalization. Building on Jessop and Fairclough’s arguments, I 
argue that the discourse of ‘internationalization of higher education’ is associated with the 
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schemes of globalization of the dominant power groups who frame these discourses. Thus, 
the hegemonic discourses of globalization, knowledge economy, and internationalization of 
higher education are interlinked. Similar to Foucault’s notion of discursive formation, which 
states that a discourse is not a single statement but consists of multiple interlinked statements 
(Hall, 2006, p. 165), major actors, who create a certain discourse, consequently produce other 
multiple discourses to draw certain patterns of conduct by creating meaning and shaping 
certain forms of understanding while marginalizing others (Cousins & Hussain, 1984; 
Fairclough, 2006).28 Furthermore, these hegemonic discourses are reinforced in a way to 
draw a common pattern of institutional rationales and practices of internationalization of 
higher education across global borders (see Cousins & Hussain, 1984, pp. 84-85).29 
Under the leadership of major transnational organizations such as OECD, WTO, IMF, 
and World Bank, and the U.S. state, higher education is commodified within the global 
market context. Among the major actors, OECD and the U.S. especially play a crucial role in 
articulating the dominant neoliberal reading of interlinks among globalization, knowledge 
economy, and internationalization (globalization) of higher education (see Henry, Lingard, 
Rizvi, & Taylor, 2001). In particular, the discourse of knowledge economy rationalizes the 
commodification of higher education in the global market. Knowledge economy functions as 
one of the neoliberal hegemonic discourses that regulate from the macro-level such as a 
nation-state’s diverse forms of policies to individuals’ every day practices. 
It presupposes and rationalizes the shift in the mechanism of creating profits in capitalist 
economy, that is, from the industry-driven economy to knowledge-driven economy 
                                           
28 In his discussion on knowledge economy, Fairclough (2006) identifies the discourse of ‘knolwedge economy’ 
as a “nodal discourse” which articulates many other terms and discourses. (p.47)  
29 Cousins and Hussain (1984) explains that the multiple statements, which consist of a certain discourse, “refer 
to the same object, share the same style and support ‘a strategy…a common institutional…or political drift or 
pattern” (Cousins & Hussain, 1984, pp. 84-85). 
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(Fairclough, 2006). As discussed in Chapter 1, along with highlighting certain forms of 
knowledge and skills as highly valuable capital, OECD and the U.S., which successfully 
dispersed the discourse of knowledge economy as a way of pursuing economic liberalization,  
rationalized the application of a global market paradigm to the higher education arena (see 
Fairclough, 2006; Giroux, 2005). In other words, they generalize that higher education 
through which students are perceived to gain advanced knowledge and skills, is a commodity 
that can be sold and bought according to free open market rules. According to the logic, 
international students and their parents are positioned as consumers who are solely 
responsible for paying for study abroad.  
Indeed, an article (Yelland, 2011), which was authored by the OECD director for 
education, highlights higher education as one of the world’s biggest and most dynamic 
industry sector in terms of the total revenue earned by universities. In the article titled “The 
Globalization of Higher education”, which was published at OED Observer. The OECD 
director explicitly indicates the higher education arena is a market by stating,  
Suppose you are running a business and are fortunate enough to have good brand 
recognition and tens of thousands of customers trying to buy your product. You might 
choose to remain exclusive and raise the price of your product, or you might want to 
increase production to meet demand (Yelland, 2011). 
Besides, the connection between the higher quality and more expensive price is furtively 
equated in the article. Under the logic, it is rationalized and legitimized for the U.S. 
universities and colleges to charge international students higher tuition and fees. Furthermore, 
the U.S. higher education is ecologically perceived as higher quality of education than the 
education of the countries which charge less tuition and fees to international students. As 
such, the quality of higher education that is provided to the international students is measured 
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by the price. As a result, the OECD and the U.S. promulgate the branding of universities and 
colleges across the world in the hierarchical ways.  
The OECD article furthermore advises higher education personnel to establish effective 
strategic planning toward privatizing higher education especially in the countries where 
governments ban the charging tuition and fees to international students.  
Just as university education has become more global, so it has become more 
competitive....But if your business is running a university, you might well find that your 
government won’t allow you to do either of these things. Indeed, it might not even allow 
you to charge for your product at all–even while some of your competitors in other 
countries benefit from public subsidies, may charge fees and receive strong support for 
their efforts to “export” their product (Yelland, 2011). 
By identifying other countries’ higher educational institutions as competitors, who charge 
tuitions and fees not only to international students but also to domestic students in other 
countries, benefit from public subsidies by receiving strong support for their efforts to export 
(originally emphasized) their product, the OECD article (Yelland, 2011) mobilizes other 
countries to join in the global market by privatizing their higher education. However, more 
countries’ join in the international higher education market means that diverse higher 
educations, which have been built on their unique historical, cultural, and social contexts, are 
increasingly stratified within a single global system, and the concentration of international 
students into more economically more advanced countries in the so called knowledge 
economic era. And the sending countries of which universities and colleges are ranked low 
can struggle with recruiting students. 
The expansion of privatization of higher education is indeed understood a neoliberal 
strategy and a goal of the OECD in which also coincide with the neoliberal logic not only to 
commodify but also to legitimize and expand the privatization of higher education. Among 
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the OECD countries, the U.S. is one of the most representative countries in which the 
privatization of higher education has historically rooted in higher education arena. And, the 
U.S. model of privatization of higher education becomes more distinctive especially in 
internationalization of its universities and colleges. Indeed, the Department of the Commerce 
of the U.S. identifies international students as a significant target of the export economy 
(Levin, 2002; Rhee & Sagaria, 2004). As such, “given its economic rationale, practices of 
international education uphold the global spread of hegemonic social practices such as the 
marketization of education” (Matthews & Ravinder, 2005, pp. 51-52).  
As briefly discussed above, the implementation of neoliberal logic in the 
internationalization of higher education especially in the U.S. legitimizes that international 
students and their parents are the very party who are responsible for their choice of study 
abroad. That is to say, students and their parents are portrayed as like market investors who 
are willing to take risks and also a responsibility for the outcomes. More seriously, within 
that context, international students from different nation-states, classes, cultures, and 
historical experiences are situated as the single entity as purchaser of higher education. This 
simplification creates binary distinction of students as domestic versus nondomestic students, 
and that consequently reinforces instrumentalization of international students as capital and 
their marginalization from the hosting universities and colleges’ curriculum as colleges and 
universities are called to role as one of the significant institutions in revitalizing U.S. 
economy. 
 
Capitalizing Korean International Students 
 
In the case of the SCC, 13% of the students were international students. According to its 
website and news articles, the community college president visited India to recruit the 
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students, and one of the college faculty members worked as one of the key members in 
establishing the globalization of Illinois public community colleges. As such, the SCC is 
actively joining the trend of internationalizing its student body. However, as mentioned 
above, the Korean international students at the community college were capitalized, that is, as 
a source of revenue. The college’s primary interests in international students as a source of 
college finance is reflected in the location of the international student advisor on campus. The 
advisor’s cubicle (not office) is located in the enrollment office, and the enrollment office is 
next to the main entrance. And, one of the enrollment center’s walls, which divides the office 
from the hallway, literally looks like bank windows. During the registration periods, the 
hallway was crowded with students who were lined up to pay their tuition and fees. Across 
the enrollment center but slightly on the left side, there is the academic advising office and 
the career counseling center side by side. The enrollment office is a big office room which is 
divided into numerous small cubicles. In that room, the international student advisor’s desk 
was in a small cubicle.  
When I went to the office to meet the international student advisor on the appointed day, 
I was guided to wait for her on a wooden bench for three. The bench was next to the entrance 
door, which was a single door that remained opened. In the middle of the very narrow 
entrance, there was a red traffic cone which divided the entrance into two paths, in and out. 
Thus, it was so uncomfortable to sit on the bench with the traffic of the people who were 
passing through the very entrance of such a big office room with many booths with many 
people working. After several minutes had passed, the international student advisor finally 
showed up in front of me. And, as if she thought it was not a good idea to have a meeting in 
the office which was pretty crowded with staff and their visitors, she got out of the office and 
led me to a very tiny office next to the enrollment office’s windows. If she had not entered 
the room ahead of me, I might not have realized that there was a room. Its entrance was even 
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blocked with a bike. In the very tiny room there was a desk and two chairs, and there was no 
extra room when we sat on the chairs.  
Eunjin similarly shared her unpleasant experience of meeting the international student 
advisor by explaining,  
I met the person [the international student advisor] several times. By the way, I saw she 
didn’t even have her fixed booth, so she moved from place to place [in the office]. 
Within the enrollment office, there are many booths, but she didn’t have any space. 
When I visited her [one day], she suggested to me, Now I have no desk. So, is it okay to 
talk outside of the office? We talked in the hallway. [Not only that day but] Several 
times, we talked in the hallway. I was so disappointed. While meeting her [in the 
hallway], I felt uncomfortable with others who could hear our conversations.  
As such, there was no secured space for the international students to talk with the advisor in 
the enrollment office. The hallway in which the international students line up and pay their 
tuition and fees through the enrollment office’s small windows functions as a main place 
where the international students are screened to reserve a meeting with the international 
student advisor, symbolizing how the international students are positioned at the community 
college. The very fact that the international student advisor is not housed in the academic 
advising office but in the enrollment office is explicitly connected with the institutional 
practice of neglecting to provide quality academic advising services to the international 
students but rather to remind them to pay their tuition and fees on time.  
Because of the title, international student advisor, Youngsook assumed that the advisor 
was the first community college staff member she could ask for some advice to overcome the 




The current [international student] advisor just checked whether we observed the 
requirements. Whether I submitted the papers the immigration department requires, 
whether we have a [health] insurance, whether we’re taking 12 credits, as such things. 
She never asked us nor was concerned whether we’re having any difficulties in our 
academic works or in living here [in the U.S.]. 
The international student advisor’s very limited service, which is described as “just receiving 
the papers that the international students submit”, and also her unsecured space on campus 
mirror the Korean international students’ very alienated position at the community college.  
However, strikingly, not only Youngsook, but academic advisors themselves tended to 
perceive that it was the international student advisor, not themselves, who served the Korean 
international students. It was in the middle of October, 2012 when I first met a white female 
academic advisor. I had reserved the meeting one week ahead of time with a South-eastern 
Asian American male student at the reception desk, who helped me to make an appointment 
with the advisor. The student receptionist asked me the reason why I wanted to have a 
meeting with an academic advisor, so I briefly explained that I was not an SCC student but a 
graduate student who was doing research about international students. I told him that I 
wanted to ask some questions about Korean international students at SCC to an academic 
advisor. When I got to the meeting, as if she was not informed the reason why I wanted to 
meet her, she asked me how she could help me. So I shortly explained about my project, and 
asked her whether she could be interviewed. I added that I wanted to know what kinds of 
questions and issues Korean international students brought her. As soon as I finished my 
words, she desperately shook both her hands and head very vigorously, and said,  
Oh, no, no, no! I’m not the person who can talk about Korean international students! 
You should meet Bonnie. She is the international student advisor. Her office is just 
across the hallway. You see, there is the enrollment center. There is her office! 
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And, she pointed out the enrollment center with her fingertip. She did not give me any further 
second as if she was definitely not the college personnel who were also serving the Korean 
international students. At the very moment, I could feel in my bones that Korean international 
students’ institutional membership as regular students was not seriously appreciated by her.  
Five months after our first meeting, in contrast to her previous attitude, the same 
academic advisor was very active and willing to help me when I asked her about the 
information about transferring from a university in Korea to the community college. A female 
Korean student, who was in a one-year language training course, asked me to get some 
information about transfer because she could barely communicate and comprehend English. I 
got to know her at a Korean church where I stayed during my field work. The academic 
advisor seemed not to remember me. She kindly reasked me which major the female student 
wanted to have. As I responded I was not sure, the advisor suggested me to call her right 
away and to ask that. Being surprised at the counselor’s very active attitude, I called the 
student from the office but the connection was not so good. So I explained to the advisor 
about the bad connection, and went outside of the building. On the phone, the Korean female 
student mentioned that she was interested in the health science information area. When I 
came back to the office, the academic advisor was patiently waiting for me at the lounge of 
the advising office. As I informed the academic advisor that the Korean student wanted to 
study health science information, with smile on her face, the academic advisor gave me her 
name card and suggested to revisit her with the student.  
The contrasted attitudes of the female academic advisor shows a glimpse of the 
controversial institutional practices in managing Korean international students. On the one 
hand, the college recognized the Korean international students as a significant potential group 
that the institution was recruiting, and in that activity, not only the international student 
advisor but also academic advisors were actively engaged. On the other hand, in advising 
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services, Korean international students were not perceived as a part of the regular student 
groups to whom they provided or had to provide academic advising services. Rather, they 
were considered as a separated group to be managed by the international student advisor. In 
that sense, Korean international students’ academic experiences were not a serious concern of 
the academic advising office as it was clearly expressed in the academic advisor’s very 
different attitudes. After their enrollment, there was a radical change in how advisors served 
and managed the Korean international students. Reflecting the lack of institutional concern 
on international students, Eunsoo mentioned in a bitter voice,  
As an international student, I cannot help but complain. I feel like the college rakes in 
the money from us [international students] and pours it on Americans. I feel like I didn’t 
get any help [from the college]. It seems like they aren’t concerned about us at all.   
Overall, the academic and the international student advisors’ attitudes toward Korean 
international students as well as the location of the international student advisor’s cubicle 
mirror the community college’s major politics on Korean international students, namely 
materializing them as a part of financial capital. Within that frame, entitling Korean 
international students as their valuable student members, who are equally eligible to receive 
the college personnel’s care, was ignored. And, that was distinctively displayed in the way of 
locating international student advisor’s cubicle in the very crowded enrollment center rather 
than the spacious and quiet academic advising office. The academic advising office is 
composed of a spacious lounge with several tables, and a big rounded reception desk. On one 
side of the lounge, there were several doors to the academic counselors’ personal offices.  
Becoming aware of the college’s politics instrumentalizing the Korean international 
students as a source of revenue, the Korean students complained that the community college 
was not concerned about them at all except for their tuition and fees. Youngsook portrayed 
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Korean international students as “hyŏn’gŭm inch’ulgi (an ATM machine)” in a somewhat 
upset voice,  
You know, I think we [Korean international students] are ATM machines. We provide 
cash to the college, and the college pays attention to us only when it’s time for us to pay 
tuition. Except for that, they aren’t concern about us at all.  
Youngsook’s metaphor of an “ATM machine”, is remarkable in terms of concretely 
explaining one of the ways in which the Korean international students are objectified by the 
institution. Like an ATM machine is located at a dark corner somewhere, and its presence on 
campus is easily forgotten by others, the Korean international students seemed to be invisible 
or not valued in ordinary times. Moreover, as an ATM machine would be at risk of disposal 
when it fails to properly function, the Korean international students were also at risk to be 
expelled by the college if they failed to pay their tuition and fees in the expected period.  
Regarding the roles of dominant discourses in directing and rationalizing certain 
policies, I would argue that certain discourses are often legitimized as knowledge through 
diverse channels by the major power blocs to address the power groups’ interests. In the 
dominant discourses of ‘globalization of higher education’, higher education is often 
highlighted as a profitable industry in the “knowledge economic era” (Lee & Rice, 2007). 
Indeed, OECD states that if higher education was an industry, it would be one of the biggest 
and most dynamic industries (Yelland, 2011). In particular, in the dominant English spoken 
countries such as the U.S., the U.K., and Australia, the higher education market is one of the 
most significant business sectors, earning the highest revenue. In the case of the U.S., during 
the 2011-2012 academic year, foreign students and their dependents created $21.81 billion 
economic effects in the form of tuition, living expenses, and other related costs (The National 
Association of Foreign Student Association: hereafter NAFSA, 2013). In addition, the U.S. 
Department of Commerce (September 4, 2012) indicates that higher education is among the 
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top 10 U.S. service exports. As such, the logic of markets and privatization is central to the 
operation of the internationalized U.S. universities and colleges, which are already itemized 
as a profitable commerce not only by the U.S. Department of Commerce. Furthermore, U.S. 
universities and colleges conform to this logic by commercializing themselves. 
As briefly discussed above, the privatization of U.S. community colleges is accelerated 
in the international education market with the discursive support privatizing higher education. 
Regarding the privatization of higher education, Morest (2006) defines the concept as “the 
condition in which students and their parents are financially responsible for their education” 
(p.49). Different from some Western countries such as Germany and Sweden, it is common 
sense in the US that students and their parents are mainly responsible for paying for higher 
education (Altbach, 2001; Morest, 2006). Building on Morest’s definition, in this study, 
privatization of U.S. public community colleges in the international higher education arena 
can be understood as an expansion of the US model of privatized higher education. Thus, the 
international students and their parents are positioned as the very agents who are entirely 
responsible for their educational choice without any support from their home country nor 
from the hosting community college.  
And, the very limited availability of financial aid and scholarship to the Korean 
international students at the public community college underlines the division between the 
Korean international students’ institutional membership as students and the institutional 
policy of financial discrimination. In that sense, rather than an educational institution, the 
community college is more like a free market with little regulation of institutional practices 
and policies related to international students. In other words, it is established like an ideal 
neoliberal market. Regarding that, Younghee pointed out, “The college just wants us to pay 
money! And, there is little that they do for us. We were not even eligible to apply for any 
financial aid.” For the international students who could not fulfill their major role as 
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purchasers to pay for their tuition and fees, there are few channels to seek the college support 
to finish their studies. In that sense, the Korean international students are discarded when they 
cannot function as an abled payers. In that sense, their life histories and educational and 
career aspirations are little considered by the academic advisors and the international student 
advisor. In that sense, the Korean international students are an ahistorical financial entity, 
allowing the community college to discharge and abandon its moral commitment as an 
educational institution to strive to serve the students.  
Based on their experience of getting little assistance from advisors in adjusting their 
lives on campus as well as in the local community, the Korean international students did not 
perceive the international student advisor as a college personnel that they could ask for advice 
when they needed. Neither did they identify academic advisors as college staff who could 
provide useful tips on their academic life or transfer process to 4-year institutions. And, they 
characterized their interactions with academic advisors and the international student advisor 
as meetings with “no conversation”. Elaborating on their notion of “no conversation,” the 
Korean international students explained their meeting with advisors as a simple form of 
asking questions and giving very short answers. As the female academic counselor gave me 
little time to ask further questions, the Korean international students mentioned that it was 
very hard to ask further questions to the academic counselor or the international student 
advisor.  
On the way to the cafeteria after participating in the open house event of the academic 
advising office and the career counseling center, I encountered Eungchong, Ingang, and 
Sangil in the hallway. They were on the way to the advising office’s open house event to 
have some pizza for lunch. So I joined them and went again to the academic advising office. 
When we got there, a staff member told us there was no more pizza, and turned away from us 
as if he was dismissing us. Feeling rejected, we hurried to get out from the academic 
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advising office, and entered the career counseling center which was just next door. Each of us 
picked up a disposable table plate, and pour a cup of lemonade, then approached to the pizza 
boxes. Yet, there was also no more pizza. As we momentarily stood awkwardly, a female 
staff told us that they ordered more pizza from the college cafeteria.  
While waiting for pizza, the three male Korean international students stood in the middle 
of the room as if they were suddenly frozen. They did not even talk to each other, and no 
counselor nor office staff member came to them to introduce the center. Meanwhile, I was 
asking for information about health information management to a career counselor, since the 
Korean female students, who were interested in transferring to the community college, had 
also asked me about the career. As if it was too uncomfortable for them to stand the awkward 
silence, as soon as more pizza was delivered, Sang-Il, In-gang, and Eunchong hurried to put a 
peice pieces of the pizza on their paper plates, and got out of the office.  
We sat on the very tiny round stage, which was arranged in tiers, just in front of the 
office. When I mentioned they might be very busy to spend over midnight to practice praise 
songs for Sunday worships, as if he wanted to delete the moment in which his presence was 
not recognized both at the academic advising office and the career counseling center, 
Youngho spoke bluntly, “I feel alive at church.” To him, it could not be only a very 
uncomfortable moment but also a humiliating moment just to be informed the pizza was gone 
by the academic officer without any further welcoming words. Besides, he might feel as 
though he was being treated with silence by staff members, who were expected to host them, 
Eungchong might feel as if he and Majin were not on the list of the invited students to the 
open house.  
Korean international students’ remarks explaining that there was no conversation with 
academic advisors nor the international student advisor reveals their desire to be recognized 
as students at the college and to experience the advisors’ care and concern about them. Based 
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on their experience of being treated as a mere task by the advisors, the Korean international 
students became acutely aware of their alienated status on the campus. As such, at the 
marketized public sphere in which very unbalanced power relationships are formed between 
academic and international student advisors and the international students, the international 
students were subjectified as powerless consumers at the Station Community College.  
 
Modernity Makeover and Institutional Irresponsibility  
 
Brief historical evolution of vocationalism of U.S. community colleges 
Many scholars discuss that the birth of U.S. public community colleges and their 
sustained identity as vocational training centers are deeply rooted in economic perspectives in 
terms of selecting and sorting out less academically competitive students. Those students are 
destined to be employed in lower sector jobs in the unequal labor market structure, and the 
stratified higher education system, which consists of community colleges and 4-year 
universities and colleges, reflects a hierarchical employment market (Brint & Karabel, 1989). 
In other words, U.S. public community colleges are genealogically “identified as not an 
‘authentic’ college in terms of not providing bachelor’s degrees” (Brint & Karabel, 1989, 
p.6). Rather U.S. public community colleges are dominantly perceived as an institution for 
workforce development (Brint & Karabel, 1989). 
However, it is important to note that there has been a shift in the dominant perception of 
vocationalism of public community colleges in the U.S. since the 1990s. Before the 1990s, 
vocationalism was understood as one of the public community colleges’ strategies to divert 
community college students, who were ambitious about ascending the ladder of upward class 
mobility by entering professional and managerial jobs. Brint and Karabel (1989) discuss that 
the community colleges in that period directed those ambitious students to terminal 
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vocational programs since the availability of middle- and upper-sector jobs was limited (Brint 
& Karabel, 1989). Regarding the dominance of vocationalism of public community collleges, 
Brint and Karabel (1989) explain that before the late 1960s, not either students or business 
and industry sectors but the leaders of the American Association of Junior Colleges and their 
allies led “the policy of vocationalization for over four decades before there was any notable 
shift in the students preferences” (p. 14). As a result, U.S. public community colleges were 
perceived as a post-secondary institution which focuses on producing U.S. laborers under the 
leadership of the community college major leaders (Brint & Karabel, 1989),  
Yet, since the 1970s, researchers (Brint & Karabel, 1989; Lazerson & Grubb, 1974; 
Pincus & Houston, 1978) indicate that business and industry sectors actively began to 
intervene in community colleges’ vocationalisation. This was paralleled with the 
implementation of neoliberal policies in the US under the leadership of the Regan 
administration (Harvey, 2000).30 Since then, the vocationalism of U.S. public community 
colleges has accelerated (Lazerson & Grubb, 1974; Levin, 2001; Pincus & Houston, 1978) as 
the major function of education is highlighted in terms of human capital development. In this 
regard, the dominant interest on U.S. public community colleges has shifted from 
gatekeeping, which ultimately managed the number of citizens who could entered the 
professional and managerial positions (Brint & Karabel, 1989). In this period, class mobility 
was comparatively possible. Yet, under the leadership of business and industry sectors, public 
community colleges has functioned as job training centers, which transform particularly un- 
or low-skilled students as skillful laborers. Within the neoliberal economic globalization 
context, class structure is observed to be increasingly consolidated, and the mobility is much 





less observed (Levin, 2001; Giroux, 2001a) under the condition that class mobility becomes 
more difficult (Levin, 2001; Giroux, 2001a, 2001b). 
 
Accelerating the vocationalization of community colleges  
However, not only business and industry sectors but also the U.S. state has actively 
involved in neoliberalizing U.S. public community colleges. As a consequence, the 
partnership among community college leaders, business and industry sectors, and the U.S. 
state became more consolidated. In terms of mainly addressing major corporations’ interests 
in their policies, Giroux characterized it as a corporate state. Similar to South Korea being 
governed by an entrepreneurial state, the corporate state yield its leadership to major 
corporations to play crucial roles in formatting not only economic sphere but also the 
governments’ policies and regulations on education (Giroux, 2005). According to Buchheit 
(September 12, 2012), the US state reduced its educational budgets by $12.7 billion while 
lightened the imposition of tax to the rich and corporations in 2012.  
In particular, during Obama’s administration in which this study undertook, the U.S. 
state played a crucial role to mobilize public community colleges to respond to the need of 
neoliberal time. This tendency is explicitly expressed in remarks that were presented by 
President Obama and Jill Biden at the White House Summit on Community Colleges (White 
House; Office of the Press Secretary, October 5, 2010). Jill Biden, who is the wife of the vice 
President of the Obama’s administration, Joe Biden, and a community college faculty over 17 
years at the time of the publication of White House Summit on Community Colleges, was a 
symbolic figure who was featured as the representative of the community college personnel. 
Joe Biden denotes,  
Community colleges are uniquely positioned to provide the education and training that 
will prepare students for the jobs in the 21st century...Community colleges are at the 
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center of Americans’ effort to educate our way to a better economy (White House; 
Office of the Press Secretary, October 5, 2010).  
At the same event, the former President Obama also highlighted that “in the 19th century, we 
built public schools and land grant colleges—transforming not just education, but our entire 
economy (citation).” Furthermore, in his speech in 2011 celebrating the publication of the 
White House Summit on Community Colleges, Obama also emphasized that “our community 
colleges can serve as 21st-centry job training center, working with local businesses to help 
workers to learn the skills to fill the jobs of the future” (White House; Office of the Press 
Secretary, 2011). In his speeches, Obama simplified the historical efforts accomplished 
through public schools and colleges in terms of a critical state apparatus contributing to 
economic development rather than recognizing their commitments for improving students’ 
critical democratic citizenship. Thus, calling for public community colleges to function as a 
job training center is not a unique request to community colleges but a historically rooted 
commitment of public education in the U.S. In this regard, not only in community colleges 
but also in other sectors of public education institutions, vocationalism is more broadly 
dispersed in the neoliberal era, and in dominant discourses, public community colleges are at 
the very front in the reform agenda of public education.  
Moreover, Obama’s administration is active in promoting the partnership between the 
business and industry sectors and public community colleges. In his remarks, Obama also 
denoted, 
So it was no surprise when one of the main recommendations of my Economic Advisory 
Board—who I met with yesterday—was to expand education and job training. These are 
executives from some of America’s top companies. Their businesses need a steady 
supply of people who can step into jobs involving a lot of technical knowledge and skill. 
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They understand the importance of making sure we’re preparing folks for the jobs for 
the future (White House; Office of Press Secretary, 2010) 
Obama’s remarks reflect the business and industry sectors’ interests especially U.S.-
registered major corporations’ interests. In the speech, Obama distinctively posited U.S. 
public community colleges as a sub-institution of major business and industry sectors that 
produce a stable pool of labor force to meet the business and industries’ needs. Furthermore, 
it is more critical that the business and industry sectors are the most important sector in 
shaping the policies of community colleges and curriculums. As a result, vocationalism of 
public community colleges is accelerated more than ever before. Regarding the 
transformative role of neoliberal governments, Fairclough (2006) observes that their major 
role is to “invest in capabilities to promote enterprising and stimulate innovation…..to help 
business win competitive advantage” (p. 49). As such public community colleges are posited 
as one of the most significant arena that the state targets to address business sectors’ 
competitive advantage.  
  The SCC was no exception to Obama’s contention of the dominant trend of 
vocationalism of community colleges. The president of the college clearly stated that she was 
one of the major critics against the community colleges’ focus on workforce development. 
And, she pointed out that the traditional academic skills including critical literacy and liberal 
arts were core vocational skills to prepare students for working life. Although the news article 
did not provide more detailed explanation of the college president’s notion of traditional 
‘academic skills’, it can be reasoned that she implied critical thinking skills which could be 
developed through diverse academic programs. On one of the college websites, a picture of 
the college president holding a classic literature book is posted. Frerking (April 22, 2007) 
also points out that there is an increased number of traditional students who want to transfer 
to 4-year colleges and universities after taking courses at public community colleges. 
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Frerking (April 22, 2007) explains that there are community colleges which are most 
committed to channeling students into four-year post-secondary institutions. In that regard, 
the president of SCC valued more education and services to improve students’ critical and 
comprehensive perspectives on life than improving technical job skills.   
However, it did not take long for me to notice changes at Station College. For instance, 
the order of banners that were displayed on the college’s approach road was changed in my 
second semester at the community college conducting the field work. The approach road, 
which beautifully curved through the forest, connected the college to one of the main local 
roads. When I first visited the community college, the beautiful road and the president’s 
picture holding a classic literature book were overlapped in my mind. If the local road, which 
is connected to Chicago, one of the global city centers, symbolizes the dominant trend of 
prioritizing major economic actors’ profit, I felt the curved road in the forest distinguishes the 
college president’s effort to sustain public community colleges as the crucial institutions 
improving students’ agency as critical democratic citizens. The road felt like a channel that 
separated the college president’s courageous message from the dominant neoliberal project. 
In his book titled The Consequences of Modernity, Anthony Giddens (1990) points out 
that the totalitarian possibilities are still inherent in the post-modernity time as a consequence 
of modernity. According to Gidden (1990), “totalitarian rule connects the political, military, 
and ideological power in more concentrated form than was even possible before the 
emergence of modern nation-states” (p. 9). In that regard, I would argue that the U.S. has 
been successful in orchestrating political, military, economic, and ideological power to 
conduct totalitarian rule. Moreover, the U.S. state has tacitly changed ideological tools along 
with the shift of the international affairs to sustain and reinforce its totalitarian rule 
domestically as well as globally. In the cold war era, the U.S. political and economic power 
blocs utilized the ideological distinction between ‘communism’ and ‘capitalism’ as a critical 
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ideological totalitarian governance. However, along with the end of ‘cold war,’ many 
researchers discuss that the U.S. dominant political and economic power blocs newly 
generate a discursive formation related to the religious distinction between ‘Muslim’ and 
‘American Protestantism’ by demonizing Muslims and other anti-American power blocs 
(McLarnen & Farahmandpur, 2005).  
However, to advance neoliberal projects in a totalitarian manner, the U.S. state presents 
another discourse, namely ‘economic war’. With the simultaneous ideological inventions of 
‘economic globalism’ and the ‘economic war’, the U.S. public community colleges are called 
to contribute to U.S. economic progress. Indeed, under the flag of ‘enhancing U.S. 
competitiveness’, the US. .public community colleges are conformed to serve dominant 
economic sectors’ interests. In addition, dominant U.S. economic and political power blocs 
also utilize their ongoing economic stagnation as another discourse which promotes the 
public’s consciousness of crisis fearing the regression of U.S. modern project.  
Mobilizing of the notion of ‘war’ can be understood as discursive practice silencing 
critical questioning about the elimination of democracy with the militarization for national 
security (Giroux, 2005, p. 4). Giroux (2005) furthermore discusses that militarization 
becomes a principle for directing social change in the U.S. In his remarks that were 
introduced above, President Obama mentions, 
They [Obama’s Economic Advisory Board] understand the importance of making sure 
we’re preparing folks for the jobs of the future. But, in recent years, we’ve failed to live 
up to this legacy, especially in higher education. In just a decade, we’ve fallen from fist 
to ninth in the proportion of young people with college degrees. That not only requires a 
huge waste of potential; in the global marketplace it represents a threat to our position as 
the world’s leading economy. Think about it. China isn’t slashing education by 20 
percent now. India is not slashing education by 20 percent. We are in a fight for the 
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future—a fight depends on education. And cutting for 8 million students, or scaling back 
our community—our commitment to community colleges, that’s like unilaterally 
disarming our troops right as they head to the frontlines....And community colleges 
aren’t just the key to the future of their students. They’re also one of the keys to the 
future of our country. We are in a global competition to lead in the growth industries of 
the 21st century. And that leadership depends on a well-educated, highly skilled 
workforce. We know, for example, that in the coming years, jobs requiring at least an 
associate’s degree are going to grow twice as fast as jobs that don’t require college. We 
will not fill those jobs -– or keep those jobs on our shores –- without community 
colleges. (White House; Office of Press Secretary, 2010).   
In the remark, the former President Obama diagnosed that higher education’s failure in living 
up to the legacy of producing a workforce that the business and industry sectors need. And, 
Obama (White House; Office of Press Secretary, 2010) described this as a threat in which 
China and India’s higher education graduation rates become higher than the U.S. In 
particular, Obama equated the decreased number of community college students with 
“unilaterally disarming U.S. troops as they head to the frontlines” (White House; Office of 
Press Secretary, 2010). In that context, community college students were viewed as a new 
group of armies in the new types of ‘war field’, that is ‘the global market place’, who had to 
fight at the very frontlines of economic war.  
    In the same speech, Obama also connected the contribution of community colleges to 
U.S. economic progress to the modernization of community colleges. The former President 
Obama states,  
And this [community colleges’ production of workforces for the U.S. future jobs] is 
helping us modernize community colleges at a critical time -– because many of these 
schools are under pressure to cut costs and to cap enrollments and scrap courses even as 
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demand has soared. It’s going to make it possible for colleges to better harness 
technology in the classroom and beyond (White House; Office of Press Secretary, 2012). 
Toward the modernization of community colleges, President Obama encouraged the 
community colleges to actively collaborate with business and industry sectors not only for the 
U.S. economic development, but also for their own modernization under the situation in 
which funding is reduced.  
And we’re bringing together businesses, nonprofits and schools to train folks for the 
jobs of a new century. Now, all of this will help ensure that we continue to lead the 
global economy -– but only if we maintain this commitment to education that’s always 
been central to our success (White House; Office of Press Secretary, 2011). 
Besides, the former President Obama also explicitly endows the dominant power of 
redesigning community college curriculums to the major business and industry actors, and 
asks community colleges to align their curriculum to match the needs of businesses and 
industries. Also, the goal of his administration is to increase graduation rates of community 
colleges are also to produce qualified laborers. President Obama announces,  
It’s going to promote reform [of community colleges], as colleges compete for funding 
by improving graduation rates, and matching courses to the needs of local business, and 
making sure that when a graduate is handed a diploma it means that she or he are ready 
for a career. That’s why I’m asking my Economic Advisory Board to reach out 
employers across the country and come up with new way for businesses and community 
colleges to work together. Based on this call to action, yesterday we announced a new 
partnership called Skills for America’s Future. And, the idea is simple: Businesses and 
community colleges work together to match the work in the classroom and the needs of 
the boardroom (White House; Office of Press Secretary, 2010). 
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As such, the state plays a more authoritative role by denoting the notion of “national security” 
which intensifies its controls on community colleges. The authoritative culture also promotes 
fear about economic security which suppresses questioning and critics of its policies. This is 
both a discourse process and policies that shift social belief and institutional practices in ways 
to legitimize the neoliberal turn of community colleges as a job training center31. 
Moreover, as public community colleges are experiencing the reduction of financial 
support from the state and the increase of funding from the business and industry sectors, 
individual public community colleges’ contractual relationships seem to be expanded with 
commercial entrepreneurs providing the bulk of external funding revenue. Inevitably, under 
this new contractualism, it would be argued that the public community colleges are 
voluntarily or involuntarily required to reshape their goals or focuses based on the 
requirements of the financial sponsors (see Peters, Marshall, & Fitzsimons, 2000). In 
particular, with the sharp reductions in state financial support for higher education, the 
influence and interference, especially by business and economic actors, are getting stronger. 
While providing external funds to community colleges, they exert significant influence in 
redirecting curricula and missions of higher educational institutions.  
In the case of the SCC, the property tax from the local business and industry sectors and 
residents are the biggest financial source according to the college report that was published in 
2012. And, the strategic planning indicates that the college would strengthen career program 
advisory committees and connections with business and industry to respond to workforce 
development needs. Although the college president and some critical faculty were against the 
                                           
31 As Giroux (2005) and Lutz (2002), the U.S. state’s austerity policies which reduces social welfare expenses 
by advocating the threat to national security is associated to the strategy to redirect revenue to support the 
corporate- and military-industrial complex. Under the situation in which prioritizes the corporate and military-
industry’s profit increases, U.S. community colleges are posited as one of the crucial sate apprentices to serve 
the purpose.  
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neoliberal practices, the SCC was gradually shifting its curriculum toward workforce 
development. In fact, it was revealed that there was some tension between the critical 
community college personnel who were against the implementation of the neoliberal modern 
project focusing on workforce development and the other community college personnel and 
local community who advocate the neoliberal projects.  
Although there were several critical community college personnel, including the 
community college president, who were against the implementation of the neoliberal project 
in community college’s policies and practices, the neoliberal ethos is already deeply rooted in 
the college policies and practices from the top-level to lower-level of community college 
personnel. Critical community college faculty and an administrator expressed their concern 
on the community college’s explicit neoliberal turn after the community college president 
will have retired in a few years. A college administrator expressed his concern for the near 
future of the community college after the current president retired with a wistful smile saying,  
You know what, the new president of the East High Community College instructed to 
remove all the sculptures on its campus, since those look ugly. So the community 
college removed all the beautiful sculptures. It’s ridiculous. 
His wistful smile mirrored his foresight viewing that the future of the Station Community 
College might not be so different from the neighboring community college.  
The Station College personnel read the incident as a symbolic gesture announcing the 
college president’s determined will to direct the community college to actively address 
business and industry needs. Another SCC personnel also enunciated his concern of the local 
funders’ influence on the community colleges’ diverse activities. For an instance, several 
critical faculty organized a social justice issue in the relationship between Palestine and 
Israel. Yet, with strong resistance from the Jewish community, the event was finally 
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canceled. According to him, the local Jewish community was one of the significant funders of 
the community college.  
However, not only the Jewish community but also local business and industry were 
identified as significant local partner and also an advisee group that the college pays attention 
to in its articulation of academic excellence in its strategic planning. According to the 2013 
community college president’s report to community, the property tax, which was paid not 
only by the local residents but also the local business property tax owners, was the primary 
revenue source, comprising 43.9% of the college revenue. Moreover, in the Station 
Community College’s 2013-2017 strategic planning, the local business sectors were one of 
the key parties to which the goals of the community college were aligned. The strategic 
planning identified three arenas that the community college would pursue: first, student 
success, second, academic excellence, and, third, contribution to community. Regarding 
student success, the strategic planning highlighted the significance of enhancing students’ 
information about the community college, sense of belonging and partnership with other 
post-secondary institutions to increase students’ transfer rates. Among the 11 identified goals 
related to academic excellence and contribution, 5 goals were associated with addressing 
business and industry sectors’ interests or improving students’ work skills. In particular, in 
the section of community contribution, the strategic planning explicitly announced that the 
community college would continue to respond to the needs and interests of community 
members and area business and organizations, and to enhance partnership with business, 
civic, and community organizations. Regarding that, I would argue that the neoliberal 
globalism ideology caused synchronized effects, which brought the organizational 
transformation including the community college’s missions, institutional cultures, and 
behaviors related to administration and communication patterns (see Levy & Merry, 1986). 
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Besides, the SCC shared the same perspective as President Obama’s view that advocated 
the increase of intervention of business and industry sectors in community colleges’ 
curricula. On the first page of the Station Community College students’ newspapers, which 
was published in fall semester 2012, a news article titled Station’s Modern Makeover was 
featured. The article highlighted the implication of constructing the new Science and Health 
Careers Center. The article described the construction of the Science and Health Careers 
Center as such, 
Station is receiving a $68.5 million makeover, a massive project meant to remake the 
campus with a renewed focus on science and health education… the college’s Vice 
President for Business and Finance, said the changes to the 40-year-old campus will 
“make Station more competitive and attractive to the incoming students.” Both science 
and health are growth industries where students may eventually find jobs, leaving many 
colleges racing to improve their offering in these subjects. … A detailed overview of the 
project is available on the Station website… which shows the live construction of the 
Science and Health Career building as this exciting new chapter of Station unfolds.  
In his narrative, the college personnel still perceived that the community college did not 
yet complete the modernity project on its institutional level. To overcome the community 
college’s dilemma, he highlighted the construction of the new health science building as a 
new turning point on which the community college gave impetus to the project of modernity. 
According to a three-dimensional picture of the new building, the wall of the building was a 
glass-sided structure, which would be a contrast to the current building. The current building 
was a red brick structure. As Bumsuk, a 1.5 generation of Korean American student, 
described it as an out-of-date somber building, the construction of the new building was as a 
symbol of the college’s new makeover to become modern institution, which indicates its’ 
commitment to so called U.S. economic progress.  
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Interestingly, the construction was expected to be completed close to the time of the 
college president’s retirement. The college news article about the college president’s 
retirement denoted the college’s new strive to change in the college leadership. Yet, there is a 
reason why health science as a part of the STEM area is embossed in the neoliberal education 
discourse. The discourse denotes that those areas are the most profitable industries for the 
near future. The definition of U.S. government and the community college of ‘modern 
makeover’ can be understood as the ongoing effort to vocationalize public community 
colleges. 
The dominance of the discourse of modern project and workforce development in public 
community college policies and practices indicates privatizing public community colleges in 
which the government eliminates its regulation of market forces. In other words, market 
identities and economic values take precedence over public community colleges’ 
commitment to democratic values as ‘people’s colleges’ (see Giroux, 2005, pp. 5-6). Also, 
that underlines the elimination of the U.S. government’s regulation of market force, and the 
government’s consent defining “profit-making is the essence of democracy” in the neoliberal 
regime (Giroux, 2005, p.8; also see Peters & Fitzsimons 2001). In contrast to the dominant 
explanation on the states’ minimalized role in neoliberal regime, McLaren and Farahmanpur 
(2005) explain that Wood (2003) asserts  
The major contradictions under capitalist nations reside in the relationship between 
economic and extra-economic forces. While capitalism relies less on extra economic 
forces and more on market force to exploit laborers, it continues to depend on the state 
to secure its economic interests and its need to expand and penetrate other markets 
outside its sphere of influence (McLaren & Farahmanpur, 2005, p. 47).  
Within the context, Wood (2003) explained that capitalism “relies on the overaccumulation 
of capital and thus is increasingly territorial” (p. 47). Building on McLaren and 
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Farahmanpur’s (2005) argument, I argue that the relationship between the U.S. state and the 
U.S.-registered capitalists is shifting in a way in which the capitalists increasingly direct the 
state’s administrations. Also, the control of domestic laborers is an essential part for over-
accumulation of capital along with the expansion of U.S. imperialism beyond its territory.  
Regarding the constant strive towards the modern civilization, Beck (1992) points out 
that the modern societies are going down the drain fast. Along with the modern progress, 
Beck points out that diverse types of risks including environmental pollution are routinized, 
and people’s humanity is collapsing. Thus, Beck (1992) argues it is urgent to introspect 
market, science, progress, public good, etc. and pursue the second-phase modernity, which is 
not focused on economic progress’ but ‘sustainable quality life’ especially in economically 
advanced countries (Jo-Han, January 13, 2015) Jean-Francois Lyotard (1985) envisions that 
the progress of modernity would be shifted away from the grounded faith of the project of 
modernity in humanly engineered progress and predictable future (Giddens, 1990; Lyotard, 
1985). In contrast, Giddens (1990) denotes that “we are moving into a period in which the 
consequences of modernity are becoming more radicalized and universalized before” (p. 3). 
As Giddens foresees, the U.S. public community colleges are entering the U.S. power blocs’ 
transformed totalitarian campaign for the endless materialistic trend under the name of the 
‘economic war’. Within that trend, the public community college neglected its very basic 
responsibility as an educational institution to respond to the diverse needs of its diverse 
student populations. That can be understood as the college’s behavior that invalidates the 
international students’ college memberships in their very existing practices.  
    As a helm in the college’s managerial practices on Korean international students, I 
observed that there was a reinforced partnership among several actors. These major actors 
include federal and state governments, major business and industry sectors, and the 
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community college itself. They have played a locomotive role to direct the college’s 
institutional practices.  
Altbach’s (2001) argues that the privatization root of U.S. higher education will enable 
individual states’ freedom to accommodate the needs of specific regions. However, this study 
contends that in the transformed political economic contexts from educating students to be 
critical democratic citizens to training students to be a skilled workforce. As such, 
contemporary community colleges uniformly subordinate their main mission to neoliberal 
political and economic power bloc’s agenda. Different from Altbach’s discussions (2001) that 
highlight the decentralization in funding, policy and missions of U.S. higher education, I 
argue that the decentralization of public community colleges’ funding did not consequently 
bring the diversification of their policies and missions. Rather in the neoliberal regime, public 
community colleges’ policies and missions are increasingly monopolized to address 
economic aspects. This trend is ironically accelerated along with the reduction of the federal 
governments’ financial support for public post-secondary institutions.  
In that sense, institutional multiculturalism ideology, which coalesces diverse cultures 
into one common national culture (Amin, 2001; Davies & Guppy, 1997), has shifted 
emphasizing from students’ tolerance to students’ work skills to address major economic 
interests (Mitchell, 2003)32. Within that context, public community colleges are positioned as 
one of the vital educational institutions to the process of neoliberal globalization in terms of 
disciplining students as compliant laborers who identify with discourses and practices of 
nationalism, patriotism, economic progress, and the modernization of public community 
colleges. Indeed, not only in public community colleges but also in other sectors of public 
                                           
32 In this regard, the contemporary U.S. multiculturalism is distinguished with the emerging multiculturalism of 
European Unions’ which is shifted from the emphasis of becoming tolerant citizens to strategic cosmopolitans 
who can freely cross the borders among the EU countries (Mitchell, 2003). 
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education from pre-k to high school, the so-called common curriculum movement is arising 
under the leadership of dominant economic and political power groups with the collaboration 
of educational administrators, and researchers. These advocate unifying school curriculum, 
emphasizing the significance of improving students’ skills and knowledge to produce 
efficient and replaceable laborers (Amin, 2001; Davies & Guppy, 1997; Levin, 2002). In that 
sense, multiculturalism in the neoliberal regime becomes in fact totalitarianism. It oppresses 
the social efforts to empower poor and ethnic minority students by providing anti-hegemonic 
programs that develop students’ critical consciousness to imagine different ways of doing 
democracy. 
Under the situation, on the one hand, domestic community college students are 
identified as laborers rather than democratic citizens. In this regard, this study discerns the 
notion of ‘laborers’ with the notion of ‘democratic citizens’ in terms of subject making. That 
is, the notion of “competitive workers [laborers]” underlines the materialization of students as 
a part of the means of production, which is used to increase profits. The notion of ‘democratic 
citizens’ denotes students’ empowered agency that can actively advocate their rights as 
citizens and public goods. On the other hand, the revival of totalitarian modernity project at 
the community college causes and acquiesces the marginalization of the Korean international 
students. In other words, the Korean international students were originally recruited as a part 
of revenue to support the community college’s education and services. However, as the 
college is increasingly aligned with nationalist economic projects that focus on improving 
domestic students as potential workforce , the Korean students are neglected as non-domestic 
students in the college’s and the stake holders’ interests.  
 




Korean international students, regardless if they are college drop-outs or not, are 
distinctively characterized as the first generation college students even if their parents are 
college graduates or not. They are from very different linguistic, cultural, social, and 
educational backgrounds, and their parents’ education is invalid in U.S. education culture. 
Even in the case of Korean international students whose parents are college graduates, they 
could not receive any advice on their college life in the U.S. since their parents did not have 
any experience studying in the U.S. Also, the Korean international students could not rely on 
the Korean immigrants or other Korean international students, who advised them to come to 
Chicago and enroll at SCC since they similarly did not have detailed information on the 
community college’s educational system. Although they researched the U.S. community 
college system, it was revealed that the information they had was very abstractive and 
sometimes incorrect. In particular, in their first semester, the new Korean international 
students suffered from the lack of the information.  
Regarding that, Sangdo mentioned, “I’m still struggling with the lack of information. 
Yes, that is my current situation. Except for the annti [the friend of Sangdo’s mother], there is 
nobody that I know [to ask some advice on the community college].” The friend of his 
mother Sangdo called annti did not have any experience being enrolled in schools in the U.S., 
thus Sangdo did not even think of asking her for some advice on the college experience. So 
Sangdo explained that he visited the enrollment office window whenever he needed to get 
some help. If he asked for some help, the staff at the enrollment window advised him to visit 
someone or somewhere, but he was not so clear how to reach the person or the office. So 
Sangdo mentioned that he often stopped there to get further information. At the very 
beginning of his second semester, Sangdo expressed his desire to get a social security number 
to legally work in the U.S. Yet, he was misinformed that if he could get a social security 
number, he could have an off-campus job. So he told me he would go to the enrollment office 
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to get information on that. As such, Sangdo did not exactly discern the different functions of 
diverse offices on campus at all.  
Dabin, who was in his fifth semester at the SCC mentioned in fall 2012, had a hard time 
taking classes. He explained in a depressed voice, 
When I first came to the campus, there was nobody who could help me. And, I have no 
idea at all which classes I needed to take. When I met an academic counselor, he 
recommended me to take this and that courses. He seemed to inform me the classes 
which were related to the major [that I want to have]. So, I just took those [very 
difficult] classes [in my first semester]! At that time, I had no idea what meant the 
notion of “general education courses” as like that, so I took a couple of classes among 
the courses the advisor had recommended....The academic advisor mentioned p’o 
k’ŭllaesisŭ (four classes). But, I didn’t understand what the p’o k’ŭllaesisŭ meant. I just 
thought I needed to take any courses. I took two other courses. One of the course is 
business major course and the other one is the accounting major courses.  
Although he went to an international school in Philippines for his high school education 
where classes were conducted in English, he could not understand the counselor’s words. 
Dabin took one of the business major courses and one of the accounting major courses in his 
first semester, but they were too difficult for him to understand as freshly graduated from 
high school. After two semesters, Dabin mentioned that he got to know that the counselor’s 
notion of “four classes” meant that he had to register for at least four classes to secure his 
full-time student status. Dabin received grades of C and D for the classes, and was retaking 
the classes in his fifth semester. Nor could he get proper tips on class taking from his high 
school alumni, who moved to the U.S. one-year in ahead of him and went to a community 
college in South Chicago. His friend was also struggling with navigating the college system 
and classes. As revealed in Dabin’s narrative, most of the Korean international students did 
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not clearly distinguish the differences between the “general education courses” and “major 
related courses” in their first semester. As such, even when Korean international students 
could understand the words that the academic advisors mentioned, they were revealed not to 
fully understand what they exactly meant because of their unfamiliarity with the U.S. 
education system. Similarly, the Korean international research participants were not sure 
whether there was an orientation for new students in their first semester. Even though they 
might be informed that an orientation for new students would be provided orally or by email, 
the students might not recognize their importance.  
They were not even sure where they could get the specific information about daily life. 
Sangdo, who wanted to get a US driving license, was not so sure where to go. He said,  
As you know, I’m living at a town home with other three roommates. By the way, to get 
a drive license, I have to submit a document proving my residence in Illinois such as 
water or electricity bill because I don’t have a social number. Yet, the bills are mailed to 
another resident, who contracted. So I want to get a document from the college. But, I 
have no idea where I need to go. There is a helping desk, but I’ve rarely seen someone 
was there. 
In that condition, academic advisors and the international student advisor acted as the 
significant gatekeepers that Korean international students relied on. In that sense, the advisors 
are significant community college personnel who can also introduce the Korean international 
students to the right community college personnel who can address the students’ needs. 
  
Lost on Campus  
 
As public community colleges are increasingly subordinate to the neoliberal project with 
the national level of promotion of economic developmentalism, the community college’s 
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institutional cultural practices are more likely characterized as business-oriented 
managerialism. In other words, in operating the community college’s education and services, 
it becomes general to emphasize the significance of self-management in operating public 
community colleges. As a consequence, public community colleges are establishing a new 
contractual relationships not only with the federal government and registered state but also 
business and industry sectors, which provide the bulk of external funding revenue as 
discussed above, and community colleges’ institutional autonomy to frame their educational 
goals and curriculums become weakened. To respond to the external stake holders’ 
requirements for global economic competitiveness (Roueche, Taber, & Roueche, 1995) the 
community colleges are increasingly operated according to corporate or business ethos. 
Regarding that, a U.S. public community college’s dean in Levin’s study (2002) illuminates, 
“the college has pulled back from the community for non-corporate service” (p. 130). As a 
result, the community colleges are transforming from the post-secondary educational 
institution into a quasi-corporation institution that aims to exaggerate profits for external 
stake holders by flexibly responding to their demands (Chomsky, 1999; Saul, 1995; Roueche, 
Taber, & Rouche, 1995; Levin, 2002). 
In consequence, many researchers point out that corporative cultural politics became 
deeply rooted in community college practices. Corporative cultural politics can be defined as 
“an ensemble of ideological and institutional forces that function politically and 
pedagogically both to govern organizational life through senior managerial control” (Giroux, 
2001b, p. 30). Building on Giroux’s definition, this chapter defines the corporative cultural 
politics at community colleges as a way of operating community colleges in a cost-efficient 
manner within the limited revenue, and the priority of saving cost is managed in a way in 
which to prioritize the neoliberal economic needs rather than to value empowering students 
as critical democratic citizens. As a result, as Levin (2002) presents, community colleges are 
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negligent to address democratic public good, rather they are mainly concerned about 
maximizing economic profits for the major business and industry actors in the U.S. While 
appreciating Giroux’s definition of corporate culture, I argue that at the SCC managerial 
control is not limited to senior managerial control, rather more broadly practiced by diverse 
groups of community college personnel across their hierarchies including academic and 
international student advisors.  
The SCC provided both advising and counseling services. According to its website, 
counseling services are carried out by professionally trained counselors, and includes 
discussions and advice about diverse issues related to academic works, cultural issues, LGBT 
issues, etc. The website also explains that the Academic advising office provides information 
about course requirements, sequences, and transfer requirements. Moreover, it indicates that 
the advising members are skilled staff who are committed to guiding students along the 
students’ progress toward success. Yet, the college’s recent report published in 2014 presents 
that the college serves approximately 10,000 students in credit courses and 13,000 students in 
non-credit courses in each semester. Thus, it can be stated that the ratio of academic advisor 
versus students is roughly 1:2090. With the very strikingly high ratio of academic counselors 
and students, it is doubtable how academic advising staff provides quality services to the all 
student as the website highlights. In fact, under the situation, it was revealed that the Korean 
international students did not get even the basic information that they asked the academic 
advising staff, and the academic advising staff tend to neglect the Korean international 
students from the prime student members that they serve. 
Regarding the lack of academic advising staff at community colleges in the U.S., Bailey 
and Morest (2006) point out that public community colleges are confronting the reduction of 
funding. Under the condition, they can choose to cut expenditure per student and student 
counselling can be easily reduced in that situation either by reducing the number of service 
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staff or not hiring more staff with the increased number of students. However, in the case of 
the SCC, the number of academic advising staff was not reduced. Yet, I argue that not only 
the SCC, but also other public community colleges, show a very high ratio of academic 
advising staff versus students. In particular, fiscal pressure functions as one of the most 
crucial factors that cause the absolute lack of academic advising staff.33 Besides, many 
researchers point out that a large portion of community college students are the first 
generation of college and/or struggle with the lack of social and cultural capital. In that 
condition, as Bailey and Morest (2006) point out, the lack of academic advising staff 
disproportionately affect especially the marginalized groups of students who need more 
services and assistance. 
In particular, the Korean international students, who do not belong to the domestic 
student groups, rather who are sujbjectified by the U.S. neoliberal modernity projects, are 
strategically alienated at the community college although they require minute guidance as 
other groups of the first-generation college students do. In this regard, many critical scholars 
point out that managerialism started to take a root in public organizations in the neoliberal 
regime (Fairclough, 2006; Peters, Marshall, & Fitzsimons, 2000). Managerialism can be 
explained as a corporate culture that highly values efficiency in institutional operation to 
minimize the cost. In consequence, public organizations are managed like private companies 
in markets, and the people who are using the public services are identified as consumers 
(Fairclough, 2006). Furthermore, Peters, Marshall and Fitzsimons (2000) pointed out that 
especially in the advanced neoliberal Western countries such as the U.S. and the U.K., public 
and state education has been restructurized in the direction that ‘management’ proceeds the 
                                           
33 However, this is worthy to note the fact that at the SCC, they provided very detailed academic advising 
services in health science and engineering sections. This is an example to show that how managerialism and 
modernity project interlink together to the lack of academic advising services at the community college.  
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notion of ‘educational administration and policy. ‘Educational’ administration and policy can 
be explained as focusing on more comprehensive educational goals. Within that context, 
minimizing cost needs to be subordinated to the educational goals that address students’ 
diverse needs. However, when ‘management’ proceeds the educational goals, cost-efficiency 
is considered as a more significant aspect than addressing educational goals. In that context, 
advising services can be practiced to save cost rather than to maximize educational effects. In 
that regard, the SCC’s management of the Korean international students is a distinctive 
example of the implementation of managerialism. 
As such, the internationalization of higher education of the U.S. public post-secondary 
educational system is motivated to increase the efficiency effect in its operation. Regarding 
the impact of the internationalization of student bodies in terms of efficiency effect in post-
secondary institutions, the OECD report (2012) titled Education at a Glance 2012: OECD 
Indicators, described the efficient operation as one of the benefits of internationalization of 
higher education. They highlighted that the internationalization of higher education especially 
in smaller and less-developed countries “can help countries focus limited resources on 
educational programs with potential economies of scale, or expand participation in tertiary 
education without having to expand the tertiary system within the country itself” (p. 362). 
Although it is not clear whether the notion of “expanding the tertiary system” within the 
hosting country itself, OECD indicates that the domestic underserved students could have 
more opportunities to get postsecondary education by increasing revenue through 
international students’ tuition and fees. OECD mentioned that the total number of students is 
increased over all through the increased number of international students. The report defines 
the meaning of the efficiency as serving more students within the given system while it does 
not discuss the quality of education and services under the conditions. Also, although the 
report points out the smaller and less-developed countries, the SCC’s ways to manage the 
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Korean international students reflects the OECD’s definition of efficiency with the aims to 
increase the economic effect without the expansion of academic advising and international 
student advising services.  
Indeed, the advising services provided by academic advisors and the single international 
student advisor at the Station characterized as a relatively low-level of manual service work. 
The service was practiced as a part of a bureaucratic procedure rather than as educational 
services that aim to support students’ academic work and quality of campus life. In those 
institutional politics, the Korean international students were posited as the sole agent who is 
required to be skillful in researching information and managing their academic work. Inhu 
wanted to transfer to a pharmacy school, but had difficulty to find information about 
internship. She lamented, 
I overheard that my classmates who also wanted to transfer to a pharmacy school talked 
about internship. They mentioned that it is so important to have a relevant internship 
experience to transfer to a pharmacy school. So I met an academic advisor to ask about 
that. But, the academic advisor just gave the pharmacy school’s web address, and asked 
me to look for the information by myself. In fact, I wanted to ask him how to get an 
internship. On the website, there are just a list of internship they value. I feel like they 
seem to only distribute the very general information that they already have. There is no 
caring for students. I know they are busy. But, I need more detailed information. Yet, 
they give us general information that everybody knows. Then, I become devastated by 
the fact I have to find someone else to get the information.  
The typical way that Korean international students explained how these questions were 
answered was receiving a web address and being asked to look for further information for 
themselves. For instance, one day I helped Jaesook to research how to transfer to the 
Contemporary Music Institute in Los Angeles. Jaesook explained that the institute is popular 
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among musicians in South Korea because of its fame in Jazz. Although we read through its 
websites, and could find information about transferring to bachelor programs at the same 
institute or other 4-year colleges or universities after getting an associate degree at the same 
institute. Yet, we could not find information about how to transfer to the institute after getting 
an associate degree from the other community colleges. Being frustrated, I suggested her to 
meet an adcademic advisor. But, Jaesook apathetically responded, “The information 
academic advisors gave me was to go to college websites. That’s all.” 
As reflected in Inhu’s narrative, academic advisors’ role to the Korean international 
students was like handing out the pamphlets that they already printed. It was reported there 
was no further effort to provide more detailed information in a way in which the international 
students understood. The Korean international students described the meeting with academic 
advising staff as limited to 5 minutes. In that sense, the academic advising services fail to 
even provide the very basic information that the Korean international students needed. If 
academic advisors did not have the information that the Korean international students asked 
for, some advisors even asked the Korean international students to research by themselves.  
Meanwhile, the Korean international students who were not used to U.S. educational 
terms also had difficulty in understanding the written information on the websites although 
most of them had studied at private English Institutes in Chicago or other places more than 
one-year before enrolling at the SCC. As briefly discussed, they had difficulty especially in 
understanding certain terminologies that are presented on the websites. Thus, most of the 
Korean research participants concluded that the meeting with academic advisors as ‘time 
wasting’, so they stopped seeing the advisors except for submitting letters and documents that 
they were requested to submit in their second semester or year.  
No Korean international students who were characterized as the very first-generation 
college reported that she or he have received integrated services in which staff provides more 
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active and inclusive counseling. For successfully guiding students toward their goals, Grubb 
(2006) suggests a one-stop center where advising staff provide integrated services. Integrated 
services, which can be also understood as holistic services, can be explained as providing 
more than one service where individual counselors or advisors work together at the same 
official space to respond to students’ various complicated issues (see Grubb, 2006, p. 218). 
Yet, it will be impossible to provide one-stop holistic advising services without enough staff 
members who can serve the large number of community college students. In particular, when 
we consider the trend that a large portion of community college students are the first 
generation college students, advising services need to be more active to combine “actively 
going and visiting students in their classrooms or clubs” and “hosting students in their service 
centers” (Grubb, 2006, p. 218). Regarding the issue, Younghee mentions, “I think it will be 
great if the [international student and academic] advisors regularly host meetings or 
workshops with international students, and ask us whether we have critical issues, or present 
the important issues or things that we need to know [to study and to interact people] on 
campus.”  
According to Grubb (2006), academic advising approaches can be distinguished 
between “narrow” vs. “broad” approaches (p. 210). Narrow advising service is described as 
“providing information about course and degree requirements and responding to questions 
that students raise without inquiring about the conditions of their lives” (Grubb, 2006, p. 
210). In contrast, ‘broad’ advising approach ‘tends to prove the conditions of a student’s 
life”, and “trying to engage students in discussions of life goals” (Grubb, 2006). Counselors 
operating within this approach are “trying to answer the questions students would ask if 
students knew what to ask which indicates that some come in with so little understanding of 
occupation and post-secondary options that they do not know where to begin.” (Grubb, 2006, 
p. 210). With the very limited social networks through which they can get information to 
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understand U.S. higher education systems and cultures, the Korean international students 
desperately expressed their need to receive the broad approach of academic advising services 
since they did not know what they needed to know and ask.  
Although the reality is contrasted with the community college’s awareness of 
international students’ specific needs and its written commitments publicizing that they 
would provide high quality counseling with welcoming and unbiased attitudes, there is no 
institutional effort or systematic analysis to discuss the very low quality of academic advising 
services or very low use of academic services among Korean international students.  
 
Left Alone in Transitions 
 
As discussed above, all of the Korean students in this study wanted to transfer to 4-year 
institutions like international students in Ottinger’s study (2009). In Ottinger’s study on 
international students’ goals that they hoped to achieve through the community colleges was 
to transfer to 4-year colleges and universities in the U.S.34 Yet, the Korean international 
students who were preparing to transfer to a 4-year college or university in the second 
semester of the research were observed receiving little support from the academic advisors. 
One day in late April, Younghee gave a sigh of a relief deeply when we met at the college 
cafeteria. She found out at a meeting with an academic advisor that if she did not take the 
Global Study class, she could not graduate in May. Yet, from the fall semester in 2012, 
Younghee often talked about her plan to transfer to a 4-year university that is located in the 
                                           
34 Ottinger’s study (2009) focuses on the international students’ goal and also their social network which 
inspires them to establish the goal. In her study, those international students’ social network which within their 
ethnic circle and also local social networks that they established in the U.S. affect their inspiration to transfer to 
4-year universities and colleges in the U.S.  
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Chicago area, and started to visit academic offices. Yet, no academic advisors who helped her 
knew until the last month whether she fulfilled course work for graduation. Younghee 
portrayed the incident as if she luckily won in the lottery. Indeed, processing the transfer and 
graduation procedure almost by herself was like drawing straws. She was dependent on 
uncertain luck, and taking the global study class was like drawing a winning ticket.  
After several days, Younghee and I had lunch together at a Korean restaurant after she 
took a class in the morning. Then, Younghee went back to her home and I returned to the 
college campus after lunch. In the afternoon, when I called her, her voice sounded so trailed 
off. I could feel some pain in her voice through the line. Younghee said she had serious pain 
in her body, and was so exhausted by the reality that she could not get any financial aid, thus 
had to give up transferring to a university. She added in a painful voice, it was too hard for 
her by herself to prepare a transfer to a 4-year university without any help from the college. 
After several days, in a morning in early May Younghee gave me a ride to the college. When 
we sat by a table in cafeteria, she shared her desperation by letting out a painful cry when we 
sat by a table in the college cafeteria. She got an admission from the University of Chicago. 
I think I’m crazy! Last night I couldn’t sleep at all. I really want to study until I can get a 
doctoral degree, and sincerely want to work at Ch’ŏngwadae. I want to reform education 
policies so that more poor students can pursue education with strong financial support. 
But, others tell me I’m crazy, and it’s an unreachable dream. Even my husband and 
children. But, it [the dream] is like a fire burning in my heart. I can’t extinguish the fire. 
I can’t give up now.  
Younghee was becoming plunged in despair with the impossibility of transferring to a 4-year 
university. With being totally left alone in the circumstances without any community college 
personnel who could help her to make a petition for financial aid, she was trying to be 
unyielding to the reality while she knew there was no hope. It was too hard for her to give up  
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transferring to the university since getting a bachelor’s and further degree was a crucial stake 
that had held her even in the middle of harsh reality.  
Younghee’s family lived at a deserted house at the top of a mountain, which is close to 
Anyangsi, which is a small satellite city of Seoul. Her father was too sick to work, and her 
mother, who was intellectually deficient and a factory worker, was a sole bread winner. After 
her father passed away from an illness when she was a 7th grader. When her mother stopped 
working at a factory, her mother and Younghee, who was the first child with two younger 
sisters, sold dried radish greens they picked up at Anyang open market. Although she was a 
smart student, there was no choice for her except for going to a night vocational school. She 
thought it was her calling to encourage and help her class mates to be successful in their 
academic work. So she even complained about the teachers who gave answers to the students, 
and let them memorize them before tests. She mentioned that she wanted the teachers to teach 
what they were supposed to teach.  
Younghee mentioned that she couldn’t stop studying. In her high school days, she 
worked as an accounting clerk at a small drug factory. After working at the factory office 
during the day time and studying at the vocational high school, she took a bus after 10:00 
p.m. After getting off the bus, Younghee had to hike the mountain for about 40 minutes. In 
particular in rainy and snowy days, she recalled it was too hard to walk. But, Younghee 
mentioned that she was not scared at all. Despite these difficulties, she never considered 
dropping out of school. She mentioned that she was sure that she could do something for poor 
students after gaining a post-secondary degree. When she decided to study at a community 
college in Houston before she moved to Chicago, she said that she believed in herself to 
overcome the barriers she would face. But, in reality, she could not get any financial aid, and 
it was too hard and painful for her to stop pursuing her dream. It was such a harsh and cruel 
reality for her.  
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In the same semester, the Korean international students, especially those who did not 
have financial resources to hire private tutors, struggled with the lack of social capital in the 
U.S., seriously struggled with getting information about transferring to 4-year universities.  
They were so exhausted by the reality that they could get little help from the college advisors. 
During the field work, there were four students who were transferring to 4-year universities 
or colleges including Younghee, Jungan, Dabin, and Woosang. However, except for 
Hyeonjun, three of them could not transfer to a university as they wished. Woosang’s 
socioeconomic status was distinguished from the other three students.  
Woosang was from a middle-class family whose father was a high ranking air-force 
officer in South Korea. As discussed in Chapter two, Woosang transferred from a high school 
in Korea to a private boarding school. He went to a foreign language high school in Seoul. He 
already had several Korean friends who were enrolled in top-tier universities in the U.S. 
During the breaks or sometimes on weekends, they often hung out together. He also hired a 
private tutor who helped him with his college class work. So he did not struggle with the lack 
of information or financial resources although he could not get sufficient guiding services 
from the community college personnel in preparing for a transfer to the top-tier university. 
Unlike Woosang, Jungan was from a poor family, and Dabin was from a lower middle-class.  
Jungan, who had spent 7 years at the community college to get an associate degree in 
May, 2013, had to give up her dream to transfer to a university located in Chicago to major 
accounting. Despite her hard living conditions of working as a waitress to make ends meet 
while she was studying, Jungan always had smile on her face with the hope to transfer to a 
university to get a B.A. degree. She was proud of herself by comparing herself to her friends 
who came to the U.S. to study, but dropped out community college. In confronting many 
challenges, Jungang informed me that her waitress friends were involved in heavy alcohol 
drinking and even drug use. Yet, Jungan appreciated her life in the U.S. especially about 
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being able to resume her studies although it was very challenging to work to make ends meet 
at the same time. She also had started private tutoring on campus, being paid 8 dollars per an 
hour to teach Korean to a college instructor. In fall semester, 2012, Jungan was optimistic 
about transferring to the university since she met other requirements in fall semester.  
However, in the middle of Spring semester, 2013, when we met for an interview, Jungan 
sighed and mentioned that she would not able to transfer in the coming fall because of her 
financial issue. Without any eligibility to apply for any financial aid nor scholarship as an 
international student, she could not make money to pay tuition and fees which cost over 
10,000 dollars per an semester with the decent wage she made by working as a waitress35. So 
at the very middle of the second semester of this research, she gave up transferring. On a 
sunny afternoon at the college cafeteria, she gave a hollow smile, and said,  
[As you know], when I followed my older sister from Virginia when she moved to 
Chicago, I transferred to the Station College from a community college in Virginia 
[rather than stopping my study] because I wanted to transfer to a university. When she 
encouraged me to move to the U.S., she thought it would be possible [for me to transfer 
to a university]. My sister did not go to a college [thus did not know the reality], so she 
said it would be possible. You know how much we (international students) have to pay 
[at a 4-year institution]. Ha, ha, ha! Also, I cannot continue my study since I have no 
idea how many years will take. Rather than that, it’ll be better to restart my study after 
receiving a green card, or I can go back to Korea after saving some money. After giving 
up studying hotel management, I researched about majoring accounting. Yet, to take a 
CPA test, I have to graduate a 4-year university. That’s impossible. Ha, ha, ha. That’s 
                                           
35 All of the working-class and lower-middle-class students worked as waiters and waitresses at Korean 
immigrant-owned restaurants to pay their tuition and fees, though in the case of lower-middle-class students, 
some were able to geot some financial aid from their parents 
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impossible. While working, that’s impossible. In fact, now I’m really struggling with 
my classes, too. So I make my mind just to graduate. Anyway, that means that I get a 
degree. However, my friends gave up at the very beginning [of their study at community 
colleges] at the level of ESL. If an international student quit their study at [the level of] 
ESL, which doesn’t issue any credit, she has to restart again from the level. They are 
just in that situation. So they can’t go back to community colleges. Yet, I got many 
credits over half of them [that required for a bachelor’s degree]. So, rather, I tell to 
myself, “Let’s graduate. Rather, let’s graduate”.   
Thus, Jungan was looking for a job within the Korean community in Chicago. At the end of 
the semester, Jungan mentioned that she might go back to Virginia to work at an accountant 
office as a secretary. Yet, it did not work out, and she tried to get a job in Chicago. But, she 
finally moved to Georgia to work as a waitress at a Korean restaurant.  
Dabin, who spent six semesters at the community college, ended up joining the Korean 
army with the uncertainty to transfer to a university in the U.S. or in South Korea. Because of 
his low grade in Biology that he took in the fall semester, 2012, Dabin was retaking the 
course in spring, 2013. However, because his father struggled with his small business, Dabin 
was also working as a waiter at a Korean restaurant. As his father could not fully support his 
study in the U.S., and he spent more semesters than he expected because of his low GPA and 
retaking courses, Dabin applied to U.S. army in the fall, 2012. When we had lunch together at 
a Korean restaurant. Dabin explained that even international students could apply the U.S. 
military if they had lived in the U.S. over 3 years and had no criminal record. If he got 
admitted, Inganag wanted to stop his study and join the U.S. army. After that, he mentioned 
in a delightful voice that his tuition would be fully covered. So he applied to the U.S. army 
but got a rejection letter in Spring 2013. Not being able to get an associate degree nor transfer 
to a comprehensive university both in the U.S. and in South Korea, there was no choice for 
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Dabin except to return to South Korea to join the army, which is mandatory for Korean 
young men over age 18.  
While those students were preparing for their transition, there was no community 
college personnel who gave sincere emotional, administrative, or academic advice to them. 
They were completely left by themselves. In their desperation, they were pouring out a silent 
cry, but they remained invisible. Indeed, I did not hear of any institutional reflection or 
critique about the advisors’ lax attitude in serving the Korean students in the interviews with 
the community college personnel nor in the college newspapers during my field work period. 
In the deformed international education market place, the SCC’s advising services for Korean 
international students was collapsed. In a more strict sense, the SCC’s practices of managing 
Korean international students was in the state of disarray, in which institutional practices are 
free from the moral concerns and any institutional evaluation. And, the institutional 
immorality is obscured by the legitimized amorality of the neoliberal market norms that 
functions as an operation principle in the marketized realm of higher education. Neoliberal 
market norms portray the transnational mobility of the international students’ as a conduct of 
freedom in their choice of studying abroad.  
Overall, the Korean international students, who were inspired to transfer to 4-year 
colleges and universities either in the U.S. or in South Korea by using the community college 
as a stepping stone, were stalled at the campus, or on the way to be undocumented low-
income migrant laborers, which was on the opposition to their original goal. And, most of the 
Korean international students were discouraged or gave up transferring to 4-year post-
secondary institutions. And, there is explicitly a discrepancy between the college’s formal 
statements of their commitment to their anti-discriminative practices, active services toward 
students’ success and the very existing practices. In diverting Korean international students’ 
trajectories, academic advisors and the international student advisor’s neglectful attitudes 
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towards the international students function as a critical part of the “cooling out” mechanism 
that constricts the Korean international students.36  
However, the “cooling out” process used by academic advisors at the SCC is not only 
similar, but also different from the existing literature that examined the mechanism. Similar 
to Clark’s 1960’s study, the academic advisors redirect the Korean international students by 
guiding them to take remedial courses. In fact, all of the Korean international students were 
assigned to take remedial mathematics, reading, and/or writing courses regardless of their 
experience in a 4-year college or university in Korea. Besides, most of them were retaking 
those courses especially reading and writing more than once because they continuously 
failed. For that reason, the Korean international students called remedial courses “mudŏm (a 
tomb).”37 Jaesook explained me the reason why they named the courses in that way like a 
joke, “If you enter the course, it is so hard to get out from it!”  
Yet, the SCC’s academic advisors showed a different aspect in their “cooling out” 
process. Many studies (Alba & Lavin, 1981; Clark, 1960; Dougherty, 1987; Karabel, 1972; 
McClelland, 1990; Rosenbaum, 2001; Zwerling, 1976), which mostly focus on U.S. domestic 
students, explained that academic advisors console and provide “soft counseling” (Clark, 
1960, 1980, p. 17) to the lower-achieved students who have high ambition. These students are 
mostly minority and/or poor students. In the literature, counselors suggest to those 
underserved students another alternatives such as getting associate degrees or job certificates 
                                           
36 In Ottinger’s study (2009) on international students at a community college, most of the students also wanted 
to transfer to 4-year U.S. universities and colleges. However, only about 50% of the students were successfully 
transfer to the institutions.  
37 Many researchers who study the remedial education explain that students’ ethnicity and class are revealed as 
significant factors that affect whether a student is assigned to remedial courses, or how long it takes to him/her 
to pass the courses (Attewell. Lavin, Domina, & Levey, 2006; Dowd, 2007; Dowd et al, 2006). In particular, 
African American, Latino/a, and low class students are more likely to take remedial courses and take more 
semester to pass remedial courses. However, I argue that students’ nationality can be a significant factor in 
remedial course taking, and this is another significant aspect that further research need to be conducted since 
over 20% of community college students are now international students.  
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rather than pursuing their original goal to transfer to 4-year colleges or universities. However, 
the academic advisors at the SCC did not even provide soft counseling or encourage them to 
take alternative routes. Rather, they were totally indifferent to the Korean international 
students’ situations, and neglected their responsibility to provide academic advising services 
to the Korean international students. And that made the Korean international students become 
discouraged to progress toward their goal to transfer to a 4-year college or university. As 
such, the ‘cooling out’ of the Korean international students’ aspiration that is practiced by the 
academic advisors and the international student advisor is problematic itself at the micro-
level in terms of explicit discrimination on Korean international students. At the macro level, 
the Station Community College functions as a social mechanism that engages in 
restructurizing transnational class structure by taking the Korean international students into 
the lower ranks of the job hierarchies.  
  
Reinforcement of Neoliberal Multiculturalism 
 
As a result of a neoliberal turn in community college policy, community college 
students’ dignity as critical learners and their sovereignty as democratic citizens is 
increasingly overlooked, who have the right to develop anti-hegemonic and diversified 
learning goals. This study refers to such ideological cultural politics as neoliberal 
multiculturalism. Scholars (Darder & Griffth, 2016; Fisk, 2005; Melamed, 2006), who 
investigate neoliberal multiculturalism, explain that neoliberal multiculturalism within the 
U.S. territory is a central ideology and principle of organizing the U.S. society towards U.S. 
global ascendency by managing racial contradictions. Melamed (2006) pointed out that 
inclusive nationalism, which calls upon each individual’s contribution to U.S. dominance as 
U.S. citizens regardless of their ethnicities, functions as a critical propaganda in which 
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citizenship is modified within the frame of the neoliberal capitalist class system. In other 
words, neoliberal multiculturalism, which facilitates inclusive nationalism, does, in fact, 
accept minorities as a part of the unified workforce while foreclosing their differences (Fisk, 
2005; Melamed, 2006; Darder & Griffth, 2016) in the name of patriotic competitive laborers. 
This strategy is explicitly featured in the World Bank’s website stating, “Ethnicity can be a 
powerful tool in the creation of human and social capital, but if politicized, ethnicity can be 
destroy capital” (cited in Melamed, 2006, p. 5). This statement underline the paradox of 
neoliberal multiculturalism; while recognition of cultural diversity is denoted, there is a clear 
limit to recognize and appreciate diversity (Fisk, 2005), which does not allow the questioning 
of the neoliberal norms. As a result, working-class and minority students’ democratic 
citizenship are eroded by subordinating social justice to market value and replacing citizens’ 
sovereignty with the neoliberal call to function economic foot-soldiers. In this vein, 
neoliberal multiculturalism facilitates the dehumanization of community college students 
(Darder, 2012; Darder & Griffth, 2016; Melamed, 2006). 
Moreover, this study found that neoliberal multiculturalism that highlights inclusive 
nationalism is practiced in contradictory manners in managing these Korean international 
students at SCC. In other words, neoliberal multiculturalism which is applied into a form of 
inclusive nationalism in managing domestic students, consequently practiced as a logic that 
alienates these Korean international students by the binary categorizing of diverse groups of 
student populations into two categories, that is, domestic workforces versus foreign revenue 
sources. As a result, the emphasis of economic patriotism was converted into undemocratic 
institutional practices that failed to provide quality advising services for these lower middle- 






The coupling with markets and community college education cannot bring about equity 
and justice in U.S. community colleges’ implementation of internationalizing their student 
populations. In other words, the implication of marketization of higher education in recruiting 
and serving international students and the corporate-centered totalitarian modern make-over 
project severely rupture the opportunity to design internationalization of its student bodies 
within the broader global democratic education frame. Rather, the reinforcement of the 
marketization, which capitalizes international students’ tuition and fees, and vocationalization 
of US community colleges allow the corporations to control community colleges’ missions 
(see McLaren & Farahmandpur, 2005). That consequently resulted in the SCC’s 
irresponsibility and furthermore serious alienation of the Korean international students. The 
shift of the SCC mirrors the radical capitalization of the U.S. public education, which is 
explicitly aligned to maximize profits by adopting business administration with no disguise 
(Bourdieu, 1998a).    
   With little assistance for the Korean international students, the SCC cooled out their 
ambition, especially for those who lacked financial resources and social and cultural capital 
related to U.S. higher education. As such Korean international students at the SCC did not get 
even the very basic and core information in managing their academic works and transfer to 4-
year institutions. Regarding that, Grubb (2006) emphasized the significance of the guidance 
and counselling beyond providing information. Yet, this is likely a surreal suggestion. With 
little financial supports to employ more advisors and little institutional self-reflection on its 
practices of managing international students, it is hard to expect institutional evaluation and 
even professional development to seek better practices of how to serve the newly emerged 
first-generation college student group.  
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Besides, the corporate U.S. state’s and public post-secondary institutions’ imperialistic 
policies and practices that disqualify international students’ entitlement to apply for financial 
aid is another aspect of instrumentalizing international students for the U.S. neoliberal 
modern make-over projects. The notion of the “promotion of students’ global citizenship’ 
tacitly functions to disguise deformation of U.S. community colleges in terms of critical 
education addressing equity and justice issues. Rather, the U.S. model of internationalization 
of community colleges rationalizes and justifies the explicit discrimination of their student 
population according to their nationalities by solely applying a privatization model in their 
educational policies and practices. As market norms are touted as the driving forces of 
internationalization of higher education, and the project of the modern make-over based on 
neoliberal nationalism is revived as a momentum to redirect the SCC’s missions, and the 
















Chapter 4. Anxiety and Neoliberal Unfreedom 
 
The Korean international students’ desire is a field where different interests and power 
relationships are entangled, and thus intense struggles are taking place. In this regard, the 
desire of Korean international students is a field where students’ rearticulation of community 
college and their strategies to negotiate their social belonging are established. This is possible 
through dynamics of struggles among different actors and projects, which are competed and 
negotiated. In his discussion on “the subject and the power,” Foucault (1983) explains that 
strategy is “the means employed to attain a certain end”, which relates to “rationality function 
to arrive at an objective” within certain power relationships (p. 224). Based on Foucault’s 
definition of strategy, this chapter focuses on how Korean international students articulate the 
meaning of community colleges as a critical transnational education institutions, which 
qualifies them to reenter the neoliberal system within the given intersected social conditions 
both in South Korea and at the community college in the U.S. In addition to being identified 
as “losers” and “the surplus” in their home country, I found that the community college’s 
practices of materializing the Korean international students as financial capital affected the 
Korean international students’ desire to remove their stigmatized social labels and to recover 
their normalcy by accumulating qualifications to reenter the neoliberal system of South 
Korea.  
Regarding the notion of desire, Berardi (2009) discusses 
Desire is not a force but a field. It is the field where an intense struggle takes place, or 
better an entangled network of different and conflicting forces....Desire is the 
psychological field where imaginary flows, ideologies and economic interests are 
constantly clashing (p. 150).  
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However, as their desire to recover their normalcy is further threatened by institutional 
practices of materialization and alienation, it was revealed that Korean international students, 
who view their studying abroad at the U.S. community college as an aberration, rearticulated 
the meaning of community colleges as a cram school. Their view on community colleges as a 
cram school is understood to be based on “testocracy”, which is dominant in Korean 
education. Within the situation, they try to rationalize their life trajectories as a manualized 
life forms through Christianity. They underline the contradictory reality in which the Korean 
international students strategically adapt to the neoliberal ethos to reach their goals while they 
maintain their critique on the college’s neglected attitudes toward them. 
Meanwhile, the Korean international students still hold their belief that post-secondary 
educational certificates will function as a ticket to regain their social membership. This study 
uncovered that they were not keenly aware of some changes in the criteria for the entitlement 
of respectable social membership, which is shifting from educational credential to one’s 
competency and profitability in labor markets, or that these three components must be 
equipped in contemporary Korea. Regarding that, Jaesook mentioned, 
The most important virtue to be respected as social members is to get university[-level] 
education. Korean society doesn’t value high school graduates. If your final education is 
high school, then there is no choice but to be a daily workers of construction site. Who 
would value that kind of people? Also, you need to have lots of money.  
Regarding that, Berardi (2009) accentuates that “every government choice, social initiative, 
form of culture, education, innovation is judged according to a unique criterion: that of 
economic competition and profitability” (p. 190). As discussed above, on the one hand, these 
Korean international students did not penetrate the significance of one’s ‘profitability’ to be   
entitled as social members. Without concrete long-term goals, they just assumed ‘everything 
will be all right. Just they assumed studying in the US would automatically enable them to be 
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on their desired path. On the other hand, the Korean international students were not 
concerned about whether post-secondary educational certificates would actually improve 
their work skills or not. Rather, they were more interested in getting valuable post-secondary 
educational certificates, and believed that ‘valued’ educational certificates would be the most 
important official document to give them qualification not only for future employment but 
also for their entitlement as respectable social members. In this regard, it is important for the 
Korean international students to get degrees that could function as a valuable certificate both 
in labor markets and societies. 
Jungan mentioned 
In Korea, school credentials matter more than work experience. One of my friends 
graduated a two-year college and was recruited [to a big company]. She is a technician, 
has [technician] certificates and relevant work experience. After working as a technician, 
she earned a bachelor degree (in the same area). Her work experience was like a paddy 
of sandwiches [a reference to her experience being seen as not useful or related to her 
current position]. After graduating the university, she reentered the same company. 
However, they did not recognize her previous work experiences that she had received 
before entering to the four-year university. By the way, to be promoted, a company 
required a certain amount of work experiences (measured in years), and they did not 
credit her previous work experience. In her official documents [the company profile], 
there was no record on her previous work history. She worked there [at the same    
company].  
In their study on the significance of college ranking as one of the most important indicators 
revealing college students’ neoliberal subjectivities, Abelmann, S. J. Park and H. H. Kim 
(2009) discuss that college ranking in neoliberal Korea became even more important as 
rankings became equated as “brand capital” representing students’ competency in radically 
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liberalized global markets. Abelmann, Park and Kim (2009) describe “neoliberal 
subjectivities” as indicating “personal characteristics and proclivities that embrace the pursuit 
of active, vital, and cosmopolitan lives” (p. 230). Consequently, in contemporary Korea, the 
rankings of postsecondary institutions are considered a decisive indicator of one’s work skills 
and/or competency.  
On the other hand, the acquisition of educational degrees is significant in terms of 
proving students’ attendance at a state institution where students are properly socialized as 
workers and also as citizens. In other words, these certificates are official documents not only 
legitimizing their employability, but also entitling cultural citizenship in the neoliberal 
regime. This demonstrates the self-entrepreneurship of students, underlining their capability 
to act as entrepreneurs who can be responsible for their own socialization, namely students’ 
neoliberal cultural citizenship. In this regard, educational certificates function as a matter of 
disciplining students to be suitable employees in neoliberal work-place rhythm.   
In this regard, these Korean international students were characterized as the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) generation.38 In this study, I define the IMF generation as people who 
are in a wide spectrum of different ages, from children to adults, who directly and indirectly 
witnessed and experienced the devastating impact of neoliberal reforms that were directed by 
the IMF since the 1997 Asian Financial crisis. Thus, Korean international students, who were 
victims of collective emotional trauma due to mass dismal, threat to basic livinghood and 
high rate of suicide, that is, social horror, were adapted to the neoliberal ethos of self-
                                           
38 In their news article, J.H. Lee, and H. J. Bak (February 19, 2012) name young people in their 20s and 30s as 
the IMF generation. J. H. Lee and H.J. Bak (February 19, 2012) explain that these young people, who witnessed 
their fathers’ frustration and despair because of the mass dismissal, tend to think their current situation is caused 




responsibility and self-development. 
However, in contrast to their optimistic view on bachelor (B.A.) degrees, they perceived 
that associate degrees would not guarantee their livelihood. Jungan cited her older sisters’ 
response to express her thought on an associate degree.    
Our older sisters tell me, What will you do with a [associate] degree? We’re just letting 
you to continue to study at the [community] college. But, what will you do with a 
degree? I also know a [associate] degree can be nothing, especially in Korea. Yet, I 
think I have to do my best. Whenever I call to them [my sisters] in Korea, they tell me 
just to marry. (laughs). So I don’t often call them. 
As such, these Korean international students were somewhat aware of the reality that even 
community college educational certificates could not improve their employment situation. So 
they thought that there was no better alternative except for continuing their studies.  
Regarding how states determine status quo for success, Foucault (1983) discusses that 
“individuality would be shaped in a new form, and submitted to a set of very specific 
patterns” (p. 215) by the state. That is, modern states came to know the inside of people’s 
minds, souls, and their innermost secrets through a so-called ‘pastoral power’ (p. 214). 
However, in neoliberal regimes where the distinctions between politics and the economy are 
radically blurred because of intimate collaborations between these two sectors, not only the 
state but also major economic actors play crucial roles in individualizing and totalizing the 
population (Berardi, 2009). This is crucial because once a neoliberal regime has a passing 
knowledge of the population’s innermost minds, emotions, souls, and desires, the state and 
the dominant economic actors gain the opportunity to (re)format these intangible aspects of 
people’s lives to direct them to conform to the neoliberal ethos. I argue that neoliberal states 
and major economic actors take this opportunity as they fashion the structures to create this 
outcome. This ethos—as previously discussed—emphasizes entrepreneurial freedom, self-
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development and self-choice as an attempt to totalize their individuality 
Within this context, this chapter especially aims to unravel the complex dynamics 
between neoliberal governing technologies and Korean international students’ limited 
exertion of their agency in pursuing their goals. This chapter especially focuses on Korean 
international students’ rearticulation of community colleges as a cram school as well as their 
conservative turn away from social justice issues, which is often excused and justified with 
their own term, “mŏkkosanijŭm” [eating- and living-ism]. This public discourse emphasizes 
work and sustenance, rather than social engagement. Moreover, their effort to reframe their 
transnational educational exile and “abnormal life trajectories” in manualized life trajectories 
that are pre-described in a neoliberal regime is telling. To illustrate this process, this chapter 
scrutinizes anxiety as one of the most significant socio-psychological governing technologies 
that colonizes the Korean international students’ imagination of their life trajectories. 
Consequently, this reinforces the desire of students to conform their educational pathways to 
the contemporary neoliberal uniformity.  
Second, this chapter investigates Korean international students’ effort to vindicate their 
“deviated educational pathways” through the notion of “God’s will.” This strategy is also 
linked to, on the one hand, their strategy to convert their prescribed-social illness into pre-
designed life trajectories set by God, and on the other hand, their attempt to soothe the 
anxieties that stem from the uncertainty in their future.   
  
Entrepreneurial Freedom and Responsibility  
 
Many scholars who study governing methods in the neoliberal era pointed out the notion 
of ‘freedom’ and ‘self-responsibility as the most significant neoliberal ethos to transfer the 
cost of social reproduction from the state and corporations to the individuals and families. In 
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her book examining how the Chinese State mobilizes post-Mao college students at a 
technology university as professional subjects through diverse governing technologies, 
Hoffman (2010) presents the notion of the “mircophysics of power” (p. 11). Hoffman (2010) 
explained that microphysics of power aim to govern others and self through “the promotion 
of choice, autonomy, and freedom” which are not naturally existing human characteristics but 
techniques of governing that specify certain subjects (p. 11). Regarding the utilization 
freedom as a technology to form certain subjectivities, Ong (2006) points out that 
“experimentations with freedoms at the political, social, and individual levels have 
historically accompanied capitalist expansion” (p. 229).  
Ong (2006) furthermore explains that there are two forms of freedom, that is, “positive 
freedom” and “negative freedom” (p. 230); ‘positive freedom’ indicates the freedom that 
refers to the “rights and claims on the government to provide fundamental means of 
subsistence such as food and shelter (p. 230).” Also, it includes “individual rights to equal 
treatment and protection by the state” (Ong, 2006, p. 230). “Negative freedom” is referred to 
as “freedom from state interference in speech, behavior and movement”, which denotes an 
individual’s agency (p. 230). These two forms of freedom were promoted based on territorial 
confinements and political arrangements related to the formation of modern states.  
However, as the rise of the nation-state in a global order has paralleled with the growth 
of the world economy, Ong (2006) points out that “a fundamental shift in the ethics of subject 
formation or the ethics of citizenship” has occurred (p. 237). Regarding this, Rose (1999) 
illuminates that the state wants citizens to act as free subjects who self-actualize and act on 
their own behalf. Ong (2006) also discusses that a “government becomes concerned less with 
the social and collective management of the population (biopolitics) and more with instilling 
behavior of individual self-management (ethico-politics)” (p. 237). Yet, after the 1997 Asian 
financial crisis and 2008 global financial crisis, I contend that social and collective 
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management of the population has been reinforced again by states with an emphasis on 
“global economic competency” and “economic war”39 while simultaneously distant 
governing has continuously been utilized. As such, after the two crucial financial crises, states 
began to play crucial roles in governing populations both in collective and individualized 
ways in these two countries through intimate partnerships with major economic actors.  
Along with this, I argue that positive and negative freedoms have transformed explicitly 
into ‘entrepreneurial freedom,’ in advanced neoliberal regimes with the increased emphasis 
on self-responsibility. In this study, I define entrepreneurial freedom as ‘freedom’ in which 
citizens are expected to act not only as free individuals who are responsible for their own 
subsistence, but also as profitable human capital to benefit capitalists under the notion of 
‘national economic progress’. Key cognitive characteristics, including entrepreneurial 
freedom, self-responsibility, and self-management, constitute crucial parts of neoliberal 
subjects’ human capital. In this view, I contend that these cognitive components are 
capitalized.  
This trend has deepened as, first, the state has been more interested in the increase of 
major economic actors’ profits rather than citizens’ overall welfare and the promotion of 
democracy in every arena. Second, states have increasingly separated themselves from 
nations as an effort to build more intimate relationships with major corporations than their 
citizens. As discussed in Chapter 2, the relationship between the state and the economic 
sectors especially multinational capitalists has become more collaborative.40 As a result, the 
                                           
39 As collective governing technologies, it can be said that mass dismissal which were led and approved by the 
states, the state’ violent oppressions on labor movements and anti-neoliberal policies by mobilizing police force, 
the trial to reinforce to centralized curriculum and testing, and etc. 
40 Yet, different with Ong’s arguments which portray that states neglect its responsibility to protect the 
population, I would argue that in advanced authoritarian neoliberal regime, states are actively engaged in 
exploiting its population. 
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scope of economic territory has become increasingly excessive over traditional nation-states’ 
territories along with the rapid expansion of Free Trade Agreements across the world. Along 
with the expansion of economic territory, capitalists become more aggressive in terms of 
crossing borders to maximize their capital accumulation. Under this condition, citizens are 
asked to be more flexible in terms of their employment conditions and geographical 
belonging. Toward this economic goal, entrepreneurial freedom highlights individuals’ 
responsibility to not fall back on states’ protection. 
However, by moralizing the neoliberal ethos (i.e., entrepreneurial freedom, self-
responsibility, self-management, and self-development), neoliberal regimes—led by major 
political as well as transnational and imperial economic actors—also construe the ethical 
code that directs how one should constitute oneself to respond to global uncertainty. Under 
both moral and material pressures, individuals are conditioned to feel guilty if they are 
categorized as stragglers who have failed in becoming profitable laborers. Within this 
context, Korean international students, who were branded and have branded themselves as 
“losers” in their home country, also embrace the neoliberal ethos of self-responsibility.  
 
Horror and Impoverished Existence  
 
In the neoliberal regime of South Korea, individuals suffer from intense anxiety as they 
are posited as the sole agents responsible for their livelihood, and their social membership is 
threatened when they cannot function as profitable human capital. In the TV documentary 
titled, Urinŭn Wae Taehage Kanŭn’ga [Why Do We Go to Universities]? that I introduced in 
Chapter 2, some students were shown sleeping lying down their faces on desks, and some 
students were rubbing their sleepy eyes at a university library, which was packed with 
students. In the scene, a narrator described, “if we take even a very short break, we become 
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agitated. If we fall asleep, we feel like we are eternally lost among the competition. The 
world endlessly asks us to prove ourselves.” A sophomore male interviewee also lamented,  
It is a time of limitless competition, and it is impossible to pursue romance. It is 
absolutely impossible. Even if I would like to do that, I can’t. If [someone] does [pursue 
romance], he is an abnormal person. He will later become beleaguered if he does.   
Indeed, these narratives portrayed the contemporary scene of Korean college students who 
are restless by continuously engaging in self-development. Within the circumstances, even 
dating is perceived as abnormal social behavior.    
Again, the narrator added,  
Winning in the competition does not always make us feel good. However, we cannot 
escape from the track toward success that the world prescribed. The fear that I myself 
may fall behind in competitions. What makes us this way? We don’t tell anybody we 
feel lonely. If we do, we feel like we cannot endure our youth. Despite that, we can say 
our youth is beautiful, because we believe our exertion [would bring a good result].  
The narrator highlighted the fear that Korean college students commonly suffer. They feel 
isolated while they strive to improve their competency, but cannot even share their feeling. 
They just have to tolerate endless hardship, and if they fail to be recognized as profitable 
social members, there is little chance of getting a job. In the narration, the notion of ‘success 
that the world prescribed’ indicated that ‘the world’ is an agent that prescribed the normalcy 
and rules for numerous competitions. It is ‘the world’ that not only the narrator but also 
numerous college students recognize as the main actor who forces them to be in competition. 
However, ‘the world’ portrays that engaging in competitions is the only the way to survive, 
and furthermore objectifies individuals as vulnerable parts of the neoliberal system, who 
cannot dare to challenge the prescription that “the world” projects. Different from the 




According to a recent survey conducted by a political consultant institution (G. Y. Han., 
May 24, 2015), one of two people suffer from economic anxiety in their daily lives. Also, H. 
Y. Kim (G. U. Lee, April 12, 201541), a psychiatrist, noted that horror is the most dominant 
emotion in contemporary Korean society. H. Y. Kim (G. U. Lee, April 12, 2015) furthermore 
points out that the effect of advertisement in advanced capitalist societies has shifted from 
mobilizing the desire of consumption to threatening consumers with the message that they 
will be ‘losers’ if they do not or cannot purchase goods. Thus, consumption in neoliberal 
capitalist societies, is more likely linked to a way of overcoming the anxiety of being 
identified losers.  
In his column titled, Anxiety, The Hidden Ruler in Korean Society, N. R. Kim (January 
11, 2015) comments on a miserable incident; a male head of an upper-middle class family, 
who was in his forties, killed his wife and two daughters, and then committed suicide. He was 
a typical man who could be considered one of the most successful individuals in the Korean 
neoliberal system: he majored in business management at one of the top universities in South 
Korea, studied abroad, and became a director at a transnational company. He possessed a 
luxury apartment which was located in Kangnam, one of the most affluent residential areas in 
Seoul. His wealth was over a billion in U.S. dollars. However, after he lost his job and failed 
in stock investments, and later suffered the horror about his future, he chose to undertake 
murder and suicide. Regarding this, N. R. Kim (January 11, 2015) explains that the incident 
is an extreme example revealing that “it is Korean society where even a person who is most 
successfully adopted to the neoliberal system, and equipped with the best conditions, can fall 
                                           
41 Similar to this, students in this study have a kind of horror or fear if they do fail to get finish their study, they would be 
failure through which they cannot have future, which underlines “reentering the neoliberal system”. Failing to become respectable 
neolibe.ral social member underlines the failure of their lives. The Korean international students who are seized with the neoliberal horror 
cannot even think of alternative.  
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into a bottomless pit.” N. R. Kim (January 11, 2015) furthermore points out that the incident 
reveals that “Korean society is based on an inhumane system”. N. R. Kim (January 11, 2015) 
discusses  
Because of this wrong system, Koreans are overwhelmed by anxiety. Anxiety is the 
foundational atmosphere in our society. Children are anxious, youths are anxious, 
college students are anxious, the middle-aged are anxious, and elders are anxious. 
Jobless, workers, white-collar workers, civil servants, and the professional alike, 
everyone in this land feels anxious. 
N. R. Kim (January 11, 2015) explicitly argues  
Horror is the primary force that operates Korean society, and the hidden power that 
controls and manages this society. Anxiety tames people, makes them exhausted, and 
subordinated to the system. Anxiety sustains and reinforces the inhumane system, and 
blocks reforms. Anxiety is reinforced and routinized in the logic of limitless competition 
and meritocracy. And, it finally kills the life. 
And, N.R. Kim (January 11, 2015) mentions that “the reason why anxiety is extreme and 
pervasive is because it is not philosophical anxiety related to way of being, but social and 
economic anxiety”. In this discussion, N.R. Kim (January 11, 2015) does not explicitly 
elaborate the difference between philosophical anxiety and social and economic anxiety. 
Rather, he simply identified the anxiety that stems from the question of being is philosophical 
one. However, I would argue that philosophical and social and economic anxiety is intimately 
related with each other. In other words, certain socio-economic conditions essentially evoke 
anxiety related to the insecurity of being, and this is furthered to the very fundamental 
question of meaning and value of being.   
It is not by chance that the turning point when Korean has shifted to an anxious society 
is parallel with the starting point of the dominance of neoliberal governance. As economic 
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power has wielded absolute power, the people in this land have routinely experienced 
economic terrors in the form of massive dismissal with uncertainty of being reemployed. As a 
result, not only contract and regular full-time employees but also ‘elite employees” are seized 
with the anxiety of survival. 
In permeating anxiety in Korean society, I argue that the meritocracy ideology is one of 
the most significant factor (see N. J. Pak, January 20, 2015). In turn, N. J. Pak (January 20, 
2015) argues that anxiety in fact becomes endless since the competition becomes limitless as 
a result of the penetration of the meritocracy ideology: people are so afraid of being identified 
as “an incapable person”, which ultimately underlines their social death as discussed in 
Chapter 2. In addition, I contend that the links between the neoliberal ethos of self-
responsibility and self-entrepreneurship, and the logic of competition among individuals 
causes the collapse of community even in people’s cognitive arenas (N.R. Kim, January 11, 
2015). With a rapidly weakened social safety net, individuals’ anxiety about their lives and 
futures becomes intense. I discuss that this anxiety often converts into self-blame and the 
sense of a threat of their existence since limitless competition is often associated with endless 
concerns about failure and alienation in the dominant society.  
Also, the meritocracy ideology, by highlighting certain types of competitions, can be 
understood to colonize people’s ways of being and imagining their life trajectories, as well as 
their futures through the notion of normalcy and strategy. In his discussion on ‘liquid 
modernity,’ Bauman (2000) argues that even in the modern moment, people continue the race 
even though they sense that the race is an inertia practices, which heads for collapse  
(Bauman, 2000). Bauman’s this discussion portrays the ways in which people just keep their 
way of competing and managing their daily lives towards ceaseless economic development 
even though they are aware of the consequential risky outcomes. In this situation, the 
inhumane dominant economic logic that capitalizes individuals drives ordinary citizens to 
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function as profitable human capital. This logic furthermore obscures its inherent practice of 
exploitation of laborers. In this way, I argue that self-alienation is practiced and reinforced in 
neoliberal societies.  
Regarding alienation, Marx (2011) describes that laborers are alienated from the goods 
that they have produced using their labor power. Marcuse (19964) furthers laborers are not 
only alienated only from the goods but also experience the dissociation between their manual 
work and their thoughts. Marcuse explains that this dissociation indicates the reality in which 
laborers are conditioned to be estranged from their own labor in the assembly line in the 
industrial society. However, I argue that in advanced neoliberal society individuals are 
governed to be withheld from their agency, that is, alienation from agency in my term. I 
contend that in the advanced neoliberal society of Korea and the U.S., while these types of 
alienation prevail with the promotion of anxiety, the meritocracy ideology promotes self-
blame and consequently pushes individuals away from acting as critical agents who can be 
against exploitation, oppression, alienation and dehumanization. As such, the majority of 
social members become individualized and self-regulated entrepreneurs who suffer with 
inferiority and intense pressure in continuing self-development.  
In a neoliberal regime, Ong (2006) describes that the ideal citizens are “global talent” or 
locals and foreigners who have acquired globally marketable knowledge and skills to 
contribute to the growth of particular sites” (p. 238). Ong (2006) adds that becoming ‘global’ 
does not necessarily refer to foreigners but rather “to globally relevant knowledge and skills 
that can be acquired by the self-enterprising subject”. Ong explained that this is market-
relevant knowledge which is not necessary associated with democratic values. However, 
Ong’s critique on the dominant discourse of ‘ideal citizens’ in this milieu is more likely 
limited to privileged cosmopolitans. Thus, her discussion fails to explain the multitude and 
complexity of ‘ideal citizens’ since laborers’ profitability does not always correspond to 
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advanced knowledge and skills. Similarly, the discourse of ‘knowledge economy’ highlights 
that especially in the era of financial capitalism, advanced technology is replacing labor 
power. However, in fact capitalists aggressively cross the borders to get cheaper labor, and 
profit making is increasingly linked with exploitation in an object economy (M.Y. Cho, 
2014).  
M.Y. Cho (2014) explains that Korean youths are agitated with anxiety about their 
futures in which they will become “the surplus’ that the society does not eternally need rather 
than the industry reserve army’ who will be used someday.” As such, the Korean international 
students in this study who failed to get into top-tier colleges and universities at home, were 
already marginalized from the discourses of the knowledge economy and elite 
cosmopolitanism. This refers to the popular hierarchical notions of “SKYtae (SKY 
universities)” that I mentioned in Chapter 2, and “chijaptae (regional trivial universities). 
SKYtae is positioned much higher than chijaptae, and one of the most crucial factors of the 
hierarchical ranking between them is graduates’ employment status. Within the hierarchical 
structure, college students exchange feeling of contempt and envy according to the positions 
of their home universities (H.J. Mun’gang, May 1 2015). Y. H. Han (2013) describes the 
youths who are envisioned as less profitable reserve laborers as ‘the surplus who are inside of 
the discriminative structure based on educational backgrounds” (p. 147).   
However, as discussed in Chapter 2, regardless of their home universities and colleges’ 
ranking, I found that it is common for most college students in South Korea to be anxious 
about their future employment status and their futures in general. For an example, on 
February 23, 2015, a banner was placed in front of the main building of the Yonsei 
University, one of the most prominent universities in Korea, depicting a soccer player and 
saying, “What can you do with your diploma...[We are] paeksu (libertines)” (C.A. Lee, 
February 23, 2015). The banner was placed by friends of a male graduate, who was preparing 
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for a national exam for teacher employment. C.A. Lee (Feburary 23, 2015) reports that the 
friends displayed the banner to cheer up their friend. However, as we can see the soccer 
player seems to be screaming in frustration, it is understood that the friends also wanted to 
express their despair and outcry. The banner mirrors the reality of the precariousness of 
employment opportunities in South Korea even for the top-tier university graduates because 
of the dramatic increase of contract and part-time jobs in South Korea. It also shows their 
anxiety, which is based on their awareness that their highly ranked diplomas do not guarantee 
them secure jobs. This incident portrays the reality in Korea in which even college graduates 
become the surplus in educated society (Y.H. Han, 2013).  
 
Figure 4. ‘Moody’ Banner at a University Graduate Ceremony (C.A. Lee, February 23, 2015) 
M. Y. Cho (2014), who is an anthropologist and also a professor at Yonsei University, 
observes that students in her classes were often panicking and worried they would become 
impoverished after graduation. Cho explains that their fear about poverty is based on not only 
their present lack of financial resources but also unstableness of their lives. Youths are seized 
with anxiety that they can become cheap laborers (Y. H. Han, 2013) in the precarious 
neoliberal labor market. Therefore, they cannot disengage from the culture of competition, 
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even though they are aware that they will likely fail against the competition (M. Y. Cho, 
2014). 
Within the context in which meritocracy ideology is legitimized as a rational logic, the 
Korean international students in this study, who are labeled as ‘losers’ and ‘the surplus’ in 
their home, hold onto their inferiority as “losers” while they were studying at the community 
college. Such attitudes, which are implemented by political and economic powers, are 
internalized by these students such that they continue to be shaped by the Korean neoliberal 
system even while overseas. 
This is a new way of defining the existence of citizens in the late neoliberal capitalist 
society where “individuals must be born, live (the author added), and die to impact a positive 
impact on the economy” (N.J. Pak, January 20, 2015). This is a significant way of exploiting 
citizens. In such a neoliberal society, ideal citizens are individuals who are not only self-
enterprising subjects who develop globally marketable knowledge and skills, but who also go 
abroad to act as civilian ambassadors who recruit more, profitable migrant laborers, and are 
willing to give their place in Korean society to these laborers, as discussed in Chapter 2.  
 
Community Colleges as a Cram School 
 
Despite their hope for recovering their respectable social membership through attending 
the community college, Korean international students’ feeling of crisis actually increased due 
to the community college’s apathy towards them. As a result, the Korean international 
students’ senses of self-management and self-responsibility strengthened, and their opinion of 
community colleges in general deteriorated, seeing it as a hagwŏn (a cram school). Korean 
international students mentioned that their primary purpose of being enrolled in the 
community college was to earn a high(er) GPA in order to transfer to a 4-year college or 
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university upon arrival in the U.S. Most of the students found that it would be difficult, and 
earning a high GPA at that time would almost be impossible without first acclimating to U.S. 
education culture at a community college. They expected that once this period of transition 
was completed, they would be prepared to transfer to a better post-secondary educational 
institution. Regarding this, Woosang mentioned, 
People often say colleges are ivory towers, but I don’t have that kind of feeling. I feel 
like [community colleges are] a kind of cram school that mainly focuses on qualifying 
us [to transfer to universities] by teaching us [required general education] within a short 
period….There is a big gap in [students’] effort [between entering a community college 
and getting admission from a 4-year university]. Here [at the community college], we 
just need to make registration and pay money....Yet, in the case of 4-year universities, 
students need to make much more effort to enter, and to sacrifice [other things to focus 
on their academic works]. Also, it is hard to graduate from a 4-year university, yet they 
are generous to allow students to graduate here. 
Woosang’s narratives point out the complicated dilemma for the Korean international 
students at the U.S. community college. They are stuck between the community college’s 
role, on the one hand, as neoliberal institution that focuses on workforce development, 
especially for poor and minority community college students who cannot transfer to 4-year 
institutions, and on the other hand, to function as a sub-institution (cram school) to transfer 
students to 4-year institutions that are also increasingly focusing on producing middle and 
high skilled laborers. Under these conditions, the community college voluntarily or 
involuntarily neglects its critical mission functioning as a post-secondary institution that 
educates international students to be critical democratic agents who advocate for a more 
humane quality of life.  
The Korean international students’ narrative explaining the significance of ‘taking 
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classes at a community college’ as a way of ‘getting official grades’ reflects the altered 
significance and function of humanistic and social science classes as a means for attaining 
legitimized grades that allow student to transfer to higher-tier institutions. As H.J. Mun’gang 
(May 1, 2015) points out, the humanistic and social science classes are not so successful in 
their primary function to make students “doubt the concepts that are often simply presented, 
embraced and welcomed, and to scrutinize their essence.” H.J. Mun’gang (May 1, 2015) 
further explains the meaning of “criticizing” as a process of examining the essentials, 
histories, and cultural and political-economic contexts in which certain concepts and 
phenomena are formed and dispersed. As a result, current humanistic and social science 
classes lead students to stand at a cross roads, and this cross roads symbolizes students’ sense 
of being lost and in crisis. This underlines humanistic and social sciences’ weakened role in 
developing students’ critical agency to make their own decisions as a way to construct a 
democratic society for their own lives, rather than serving the dominant economic and 
political power blocs’ interests. As the courses in humanities and social sciences conform to 
the dominant ideologies of neoliberalism, they became ironically antihumanistic.  
The field work also reveals that not only Korean international students, but also other 
groups of students and faculty tended to perceive community college education as a 
legitimized post-secondary education that issues official transcripts. Dr. Kim, who is a second 
generation Korean American and a full-time professor in humanities, lamented  
A large portion of students here [SCC] are from the middle- and upper middle-class. 
…And, they’re more likely interested in getting good grades in my class rather than 
utilizing the knowledge I teach in class. They usually don’t ask further questions, show 
their interested in the topics.  
I sensed Dr. Kim’s wavering passion as a professor in his indifferent tone of voice. He 
dropped out of medical school to pursue his strong passion for humanities. Before coming to  
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SCC, Dr. Kim taught at a community college in downtown Chicago. In contrast to his low 
and unenergetic voice, he talked about his students at the previous community college in a 
flurried voice as his passion for humanities revived. He said, 
The students at the community college were poor and older than students here,  
probably in their forties and fifties. However, different than Station students, they, who 
have been through many storms of life were very interested in the class topics. They 
tried to reframe their hardships through what they learned.  
In contrast to his meaningful experience delivering his knowledge to those poor and middle 
aged students at the previous community college, Dr. Kim seemed to limit his role to 
delivering lectures and issuing grades that SCC students needed to transfer to 4-year 
institutions. This change might affect his indifference in more deeply interacting with his 




One afternoon in late March, I found Jaesook who was sitting at a table next to the stairs 
that lead to the second floor in the college cafeteria. Her naked face looked pale. As I asked 
whether she had a class in the afternoon, Jaesook answered with a sigh that she had an 
introductory art history class, but could not understand at all what the art history instructor 
taught in class, although he used PowerPoint. She added that she also might fail the art 
history course. Two weeks later, I encountered Jaesook again at the cafeteria. As I asked her 
about the art history class, she mentioned that she had already been absent three times. 
However, as if she wanted to give herself an excuse, she said that that was okay since the 
instructors did not check attendance, and gave study guidelines in which not only questions 
but also answers for tests were included. Jaesook mentioned as long as she studied the 
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guidelines, she could take tests regardless of her numerous absences. Another day, when I 
encountered Jaesook at the college cafeteria, she was memorizing questions and answers that 
the art history instructor had handed out. Jaesook was also searching for additional 
information from Korean websites and making memos. The questions for the test were about 
prominent figures who made significant contributions to science and the arts in the early 
1990s. In the test guide, there were short summaries on each scientist’s and artist’s most 
distinguished achievements. Jaesook explained that it would be an open-book test, and she 
added that if someone did not finish their test within the limited time the instructor would 
even give the answers to them. 
One week before, I had also encountered Dabin on the second floor of the college 
cafeteria. He was studying a study guide that a business law class instructor had handed out 
for a test. Similar to Jaesook’s art history class, the study guideline consisted of “true” or 
“false” questions with the correct answers already marked by the instructor. With these low 
expectations, students consequently only memorized the questions and their answers, and if 
they did not have enough time to study, they informed me that they memorized only the 
answers. Under such conditions, it is doubtful that humanities and social science classes 
improved the Korean international students’ critical thinking and reasoning skills. Rather, 
these Korean international students were disciplined to become passive learners, who were 
memorizing the questions and answers with little in-depth questioning and thinking. 
Despite struggling with their academic works, few students either sought out or received 
additional assistance from their instructors. Sangdo, who could not understand what his full-
time tenured professor taught in class, sent an email to him asking for help. He explained,  
The instructor, he is a good teacher, but not warm. One day, I sent an email mentioning I 
could understand less than 50% of what he said in class. Then what should I do? I have 
to master what you teach, I asked. Well…his answer was, Translate [what I said]. Or 
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record my lecture and listen to it repeatedly. Except for that there is no way I can help 
you. As soon as I read his message, I became down in the dumps....He gave me a flat 
refusal to my earnest request for help. 
After receiving the email, Sangdo, who somewhat felt insulted, never asked instructors to 
help him in his studies again. Other students also reported struggling to understand lectures 
even when they repeatedly listened to the recordings of them. Although they went to English 
institutes to improve their English before they enrolled in the community college more than a 
year prior, the Korean international students seriously struggled to understand their classes. 
As mentioned before, these lower middle- and working-class international students struggled 
with their academic works and kept retaking the same class.  
In the same afternoon in late March, Jaesook murmured with a deep sigh that she was 
retaking psychology and developmental English classes that she had taken the previous 
semester since her grade was not good, and she failed to pass. As she excused herself, 
Jaesook added that Majin was also retaking sociology that he had taken the previous 
semester. In fact, Majin was retaking not only sociology class but also developmental classes 
including math and writing as well psychology. Despite their academic struggles, these lower 
middle- and working-class students, who were not able to afford personal tutors, only 
endured the stress brought on by the situation in which they could not understand the class 
contents.  
In April, I volunteered to tutor Jaesook with her history course once a week since she 
mentioned that she did not attend the class anymore, because she could not understand the 
class. However, on the first day of scheduled tutoring, Jaesook did not show up. Later she 
mentioned that she had forgotten the meeting. In the second week of tutoring, I sent a text 
message to remind her about our tutoring appointment at the college cafeteria. After having 
lunch together at the cafeteria at 1:15 p.m., Jaesook asked me to help her to prepare for her 
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history class. Her history textbook was so clean, without any marks. As if she felt 
uncomfortable to show me her very clean textbook, she mentioned that she did not read it at 
all since the instructor provided PowerPoints in class, and study guidelines for exams. Yet, 
she was not so sure which part she needed to prepare for class that day. Jaesook opened her 
notebook to check how far the class had gotten. Her notes were very well organized. As I 
praised her decent note taking, she explained that she just needed to take down the 
instructor’s notes that were projected on PowerPoint. After checking her notes, Jaesook told 
me they would learn about medieval history from the 7th century. I asked her to read aloud 
from her textbook one sentence at a time, and explain what she read. However, Jaesook even 
struggled with reading the first few sentences, and asked me how to pronounce several words. 
After reading the first few sentences she remained in silence, because she did not understand 
the sentences at all. The session was about the emergence of Muslims, the Byzantine 
Civilization, and medieval societies in Europe. I interpreted sentences in Korean and added 
my explanation. As time passed, in contrast to her first response complaining why they were 
asked to learn history, Jaesook started to express her interest in the contents.  
When we were wrapping up the meeting around 1:50 p.m., because she had an art 
history class at two o’clock, Jaesook mentioned that she did not take a history quiz the 
previous week. Unlike other instructors who did not offer any help to these international 
students, the instructor suggested Jaesook feel free to ask him questions about the contents 
that she could not understand. Furthermore, the instructor kindly suggested they meet in the 
morning on that day that I tutored her. However, Jaesook said she was at home in the morning 
because of a health issue. Although there were a few instructors who offered their extra help 
to the students, the Korean international students often turned down the instructors’ good will 
because the students knew that they needed sequential help in their academic works. The 
students did not want to be a burden on the instructors.   
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It was often observed that the Korean international students who were struggling with 
their classes also were absent in their classes, and missed tests. On a Wednesday in the 
middle of October, I called Youngho, who did not show up at the meeting that we scheduled 
on Tuesday at the college cafeteria, the same afternoon as his sociology class. He called me in 
the evening explaining that he was sick, so he did not go to class, and suggested we meet 
around 11:00 a.m. next day at the cafeteria. However, he did not show up. Instead, he sent me 
a text message, which I could not read. Youngho picked up his phone when I called him, and 
excused himself saying he was sick, had taken medicine, and barely woke up at my call. It 
was almost noon when I called him. Yet, at the evening service that day at Joshua church, 
Youngho sang with other praise team members. Although Youngho said that he felt well in 
the evening, later I found out that he was struggling with his sociology class. Durning that 
week, Youngho had missed two classes. Majin, who took the same class, informed me that 
both of them were failing the class. The next semester, they retook another sociology class 
because both of them had received a ‘D’ for the first sociology class.  
Also, the ways instructors provided feedback on students’ papers that they submitted as 
homework were also problematic. It consolidated the Korean international students’ 
perception of hierarchical relationships between their instructors as evaluators issuing official 
grades and themselves as the evaluated, beliefs which were formed in their home country. 
Many instructors’ comments on these students’ papers were unhelpful, and even demoralizing 
if there were any comments at all. As a result, the students missed opportunities to improve 
their essays. During an afternoon in late April, I helped Jaesook finalize her essay for a 
humanities class. The essay was about the Anglo-Spanish War from 1585 to 1604. She 
explained that she was focusing on natural disasters as one of the most crucial factors that 
affected the outcomes of the war. However, when I reviewed her paper, it was not clear what 
she wanted focus on in her essay. She did not offer any references or page numbers. She did 
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not even know that she needed to indicate the class, instructor’s name, or her name. The 
margin of her paper looked over three inches. As if she wanted to easily increase the page 
numbers, the fonts were 14 pt. Jaesook added that she did not care about the quality of her 
paper, because she would ultimately not get good grade. Her essay was poorly written with 
unclear arguments and unstrutured organization.  
While I was helping her I noticed another paper which was already graded. On the first 
page of the paper, in red, “C” and “English Needs Improvement” were written. Except for 
that, there were no additional comments on the other pages, although the quality of the essay 
was similar to the essay that she was finalizing at that moment. She did not have any idea 
how to format her paper. Interestingly, Jaesook understood the reason why she had gotten a 
“C” was mostly because of her “poor English”. She sighed, saying there was no way she 
could get a grade better than “C” because her English could not be improved within a few 
weeks. Jaesook said,  
I feel so bad when instructors give me low grades....Rather, if they directly said, “You 
must not write essays as like this,” it would be great. If they only mention, “Your 
English skill is low,” I have no idea [how to improve my essays other than improving 
my English skills].   
However, in the case of Youngho, he got detailed comments on a sociology paper, which 
was scored 72 out of 100. However, he did not clearly understand why he got the low score. 
Youngho murmured,  
I submitted the paper in Dropbox, and he [the instructor] added his comments on my 
word file. He gave me many comments, yes, sort of many comments. He checked 
sentences. He couldn’t understand my English because my English is a little bit different 
[from U.S. Standard English]. In some parts, he mentioned, “This is very good point!, 




When I asked him whether the instructor gave Youngho his final comments, Youngho 
answered, “I can’t exactly remember. I can’t even remember where I put it.” Youngho did not 
even think of asking the instructor how to improve his essay although he could not clearly 
understand the reason why he got the low score. Also, he added, “You know what, the reason 
why my life studying abroad [in the U.S.] is so hard because I’m terrible at English. So I have 
no self-confidence.” Although their instructors were very different in the way in which they 
utilized students’ papers, both Jaesook and Youngho regarded the scores on their essays only 
as an evaluation tool rather than as important material that they could initiate conversations 
with the instructors, nor ask further help to the instructors.  
These Korean international students were reluctant to ask instructors to give further 
comments even when they could not read instructors’ handwriting. Woosang commented,  
In fact, I couldn’t read instructors’ handwriting. And, I’m not such a person who can 
reask, How was I wrong? [It’s very hard] asking that. I’m a person who struggles and 
corrects my papers. I’ve just been able to make a standardized paper format. After all 
this time! Ha, ha, ha! Is it too late? Well, concerning about the reasons why I’m not 
actively participate in classes, or whether I catch up with classes [can be too much work 
for the instructors]. This is not a private lecture. So I don’t think they are 
irresponsible. ... Yes, I really want to ask [instructors] to explain again what I can’t 
understand. The speed of my writing [in English] is also slow. So I would like to ask to 
write down key terminologies or key words on blackboards or to projects on slides, 
because it is much easier to understand written texts. But, the reason why I can’t ask that 
is that I think it’s up to my efforts. And, because this school is not a college for 
int’ŏnaesŏnŏl sŭch’udŏnt’ŭ (international students).  
Also, Korean international students could not read when instructors scribbled notes on 
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blackboards. This is one of the reasons that caused these students sometimes to skip their 
classes.  
 
Adjunct Faculty Issues 
 
Yet, with their vague awareness of their instructors’ poor work conditions, these Korean 
international students generalized the lack of their instructors’ availability as their personal 
indifference toward the students’ learning. Yet, these instructors were mostly adjunct or part-
time employees. Bangil, who struggled to understand lectures, mentioned, “The teacher is so 
busy....He teaches a class on Monday evening. Except for that, he taught two more classes. So 
it’s really hard to set up a meeting with him.” Even the office hour of one of Majin’s 
instructors, which was indicated on the class syllabus, was the same as the class hour, and the 
place to meet was also the same classroom.  
Regarding the working conditions of adjunct faculty in community colleges, researchers 
(Ginsberg, 2011; Giroux, March 19, 2014; Scott & Rebellion, October 16, 2012; Street, 
Masito, Merves, & Rhoades, 2012) have pointed out corporate management politics that are 
characterized as managerial flexibility for budgetary savings as a crucial factor of contingent 
instructors’ poor working conditions. In particular, among the new faculty, who are 
comprising over two-thirds of the faculty workforce in U.S. colleges and universities, are 
contingent employees (American Association of University Professors: AAUP, 2010; 
American Federation of Teachers: AFT, 2009; Schuster & Finkeisten, 2006; Scott & 
Rebellion, October 6, 2012; Street, Masito, Merves, & Rhoades, 2012). Based on higher 
education data from 1997 to 2007 drew from the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data 
System (IPEDS) published by the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), American 
Federation of Teachers (2009) highlights that “community colleges rely the most heavily on 
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contingent faculty, with more than 80 percent of their instructional workforce outside the 
tenure track and the vast majority--nearly 70 percent--teaching on a part-time basis” (p. 5).  
Furthermore, recent research on adjunct faculty in U.S. colleges and universities (Street, 
Maisto, Merves, & Rhoades, 2012) points out that these faculty work in poor working 
conditions such as limited access to office space, computer equipment, and other technical 
support such as a copy machine. In particular, as Street, Maisto, Merves and Rhoades (2012) 
state, lack of office space for the adjunct faculty seriously limited their classroom teaching 
and support for their students. The Korean international students in this study expressed their 
embarrassment to mention that some of their instructors did not have their own offices, and 
pointed out the difficulty in meeting their instructors outside of classrooms. Woosang 
mentioned, “Ridiculously, there are instructors who don’t have an office. So if I have 
something to talk to the instructors, I just talk right after the class very briefly.” Those 
students, who were afraid to speak up in English in their classes, preferred to talk with their 
instructors one-on-one. As Street, Maisto, Merves and Rhoades (2012) discuss, with little 
privacy in classrooms which are open to anyone, it is hard for the students to share their 
issues and to have long conversations with instructors.   
Besides, when instructors focused on teaching the contents that they mentioned on their 
syllabus, students complained that there was little chance to appeal their difficulty when they 
couldn’t catch up with what was taught. Younghee noted, 
The instructors [at college-level classes] are not mindful of int’ŏnaesŏnŏl (international 
students) at all. When they teach classes, they just consider every student as the same. 
There is no effort to be concerned about whether I understand the class. If there are 
some issues [in my academic performance], I think, instructors can ask me to meet out 
of class. Or, they could meet me regularly once a month. Yet, there is no such an effort. I 
feel like instructors are too busy with teaching classes each day. Knowing students’ 
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learning situations would good for instructors, too. For example, even though we’re 
hiking with the same purpose, [that is to say,] to reach at the top, the methods could be 
different. If I don’t understand certain aspects, she has to use another [teaching] method, 
or provide additional materials. … Anyway, I got an admission because I got good test 
[TOEFL] score, and I think I can be good at my [academic] works. But, I can’t get any 
help. 
Younghee felt sorry that she could not get further help from instructors although she has 
passion and potential42. To those Korean international students who have little knowledge 
about their instructors’ precarious employment status, the reality in which they could not get 
additional support from their instructors was a frustrating situation, and their frustration often 
turned to instructors themselves rather than the exploitative employment system.   
Not only getting additional academic support about learning content, but also 
psychological and emotional support are other significant aspects that these Korean 
international students pointed out that they wanted. Some of these students had benefited 
from more intimate interactions with several exceptional instructors, who are part-time 
adjunct or tenured faculty. Jungan mentioned, 
                                           
42 Similarly, Jaesook who struggled with writing essays for an introductory class of humanities asked for some 
advice from her writing class instructor about how to improve her essays for oher classes. But, Jaesook could 
not get any advice except for being recommended to bring her papers to the learning center at the community 
college. Jaesook explained, 
As I told a writing instructor I don’t know how to write a paper for humanities [class], she suggested me 
to visit the Naenggwiji Sent’ŏ (Language Center). [She said,] There are many mentors who can help you. 
And, ask them how to write an essay. But, I’ve never tried that so far 
Jaesook did not use the learning center services at all during this research period. Jaesook explained it was not 
easy for her even to meet deadline for papers with other class works. On the one hand, not only Jaesook but also 
most of the Korean international students mentioned that it was hard even to visit the learning center among 
their class schedules and part-time work schedules. On the other hand, some students, who got the learning 
center services, mentioned that their services were not enough to get enough support since students were limited 






This [instructor’s support] has also psychological [support]. Ha, ha, ha, well, I feel 
comfortable. In the case of a Japanese teacher, she was also an international student. Not 
only her. But, another 101 Japanese teacher, too. One day, I asked her whether I could 
skip her class [because it was too easy to me]. Different with the international student 
advisor who told me I couldn’t skip 101 class, she said I could if I would be passed at an 
exam. Then she recommended me an [Japanese] instructor, and also informed me there 
had been a speech class for non-native speakers. She recommended me a speech 
instructor for the next semester. 
Jungan’s narration underlines the impact of instructors’ concern and their sincere interactions 
on students’ psychological state. It was an exceptional instance to see Jungan’s delightfulness 
while she was sharing the college experience. Inhu, who was depressed in her first semester 
at the SCC, was also lucky to have an instructor who was concerned about her and first 
offered her help.  
The teacher [a psychology professor] first suggested me to see her before the class 
started if there was something I didn’t understand. So one day, I met her [at her office], 
and talked about everything related to my hardship in which I had to make decision all 
by myself, and depressed studying abroad life. She [patiently] listened to me, and gave 
comfort and advice to me. Now, as you know, the semester has ended. By the way, about 
two weeks ago, I met her [out of campus]. She invited me to her church asking me 
whether I wanted to come and see a [music] festival [at her church]. Other teams also 
performed. So I went there, and even after the festival, I spent all day with her. 
However, where adjunct faculty commute to multiple campuses, nicknamed “freeway 
flyers” and “road scholars” in the documentary titled, Teachers on Wheels, by Linda Janakos, 
students felt marginalized by their instructors. Inhu lamented, 
Frankly, the [developmental math] professor is not the type who is concerned about 
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students. He just teaches what he is supposed to, then asks us absentmindly, /Do you 
have any question? If you don’t, I will teach next part.’ The classes run repeatedly in that 
way. Many of the students complained there is no connection [between the instructor 
and us]. And some other students mentioned the course is going way too fast for them to 
catch up. [But], the professor don’t know that. He doesn’t know how much we’re 
understanding. The professor don’t communicate with us at all even in class hour.   
In particular, it is hard for adjunct instructors, especially those who commute to multiple 
campuses, to stay on campus to have further conversations about their classes, and also for 
students to visit instructors’ offices to have in-depth conversation with instructors. In this 
way, it was rarely observed that instructors were aware of their students’ situations. Thus, 
Korean international students despaired more deeply with little channels to ask for additional 
support to meet their needs.  
In addition, adjunct and part-time instructors’ precarious employment status, in which 
they are hired at a moment’s notice or get notice of employment and the lack of well-fare 
benefits including health insurance, conditions them to, struggle constant anxiety over 
economic insecurity in every semester due to their unstable employment status (Street, 
Maisto, Merves, & Rhoades, 2012). That anxiety can also affect instructors’ interactions with 
students, too. Inhu mentioned,  
In the beginning [of the semester], she [an English instructor] was all right. By the way, 
as semester went, sometimes, she suddenly got angry. Her health was not in good 
condition. She suffered with arthritis and was overweight. So she couldn’t even stand 
long hours. By the way, I missed a due date in the middle of the semester. I had to 
submit it by on-line. I asked her whether she could excuse me to submit the paper on 
that day. And, she said okay. But, she didn’t grade my paper, so I asked [her why she 
didn’t grade my paper]. Then, she blamed me saying, “Why do you ask me to grade it 
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while you submitted it late.” It is your responsibility because you missed the due date. I 
was so embarrassed. When I asked her [before], she said it was okay for me to submit it 
late. She blamed me saying, why are you trying to take advantage of the situation? Yet, 
later she talked me it was okay for me to submit late. It was too strange. Later, she also 
mentioned she was so stressed out because her younger brother was diagnosed with 
cancer and she was also in poor condition....Even at the end of the semester, she did not 
show up. Later, she explained that she was so sick the night before the [class] day, so 
had to go to an emergency room.  
Recent studies on part-time adjunct faculty points out that large number of them are in 
poverty, and show that the majority of part-time adjunct faculty have worked more than a 
decade with little hope of being promoted as full-time and tenured faculty (AFT, 2009; Street, 
Maisto, Merves, & Rhoades, 2012). Under these conditions, these adjunct instructors can also 
struggle emotionally based on their unstable employment status and financial situation. Over 
all, these managerial practices inhibited instructional activities and interactions between 
instructors and students to take place outside the classroom at SCC. Yet, Street, Maisto, 
Merves and Rhoades (2012) denote that real instruction is not limited to class. Rather, it 
involves preparation, grading, and interacting with students and other faculty members and 
others to improve curriculum and class quality. And, this work outside of class is fundamental 
to education quality (Street, Maisto, Merves, & Rhoades, 2012). 
At SCC, there was not even a lounge for adjunct faculty where they could take a rest or 
have meetings with their students. For instance, when I asked to interview Ms. Martin, who 
was in her early sixties and teaching as an adjunct faculty, she suggested me to meet at a 
cafeteria and a classroom since she did not have her own office either. In the second meeting, 
Ms. Martin carried a small-sized carrier with her small black handbag. As I asked her whether 
she would take a conference trip, she laughed and said, “Oh, no. Today, I taught a class, and 
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the materials are kind of heavy to me. So I preferred to carry this.” Ms. Martin taught as a 
part-time lecturer at a 4-year university for 3 years. In her third year, she got an opportunity 
to teach a course at SCC. The year after that she lost her lectureship at the university, so she 
had to teach only at the community college for the next 20 years as a part-time lecturer.  
As such, because of their employee status, much literature points out that adjunct and 
part-time instructors are at risk of overwork with very limited benefits and administrative 
support (Giroux, March 19, 2014). Different from the majority of instructors that the Korean 
international students mentioned, Ms. Martin was willing to work on campus to serve 
students. With another full-time tenured professor in her department, she served as a faculty 
member for a student club, and was present at every club meeting as well as assisting the 
faculty in organizing and running a big one-week long campus event. At the second 
interview, she boasted that she was teaching three classes in the semester at SCC. She also 
pointed out her willingness to do extra work and have good relationships, especially with 
department chairs and other full-time faculty. She said in a very small voice,  
You know what, in this semester, I’m teaching three classes. According to the college 
regulation, I’m not allowed to teach three classes. To plant myself in the department, I 
do my best even to be a faculty advising member for a student club, and to establish a 
very good relationship with the department chair. But if the adjunct faculty union gets to 
know that, they’ll be in uproar. Anyway, I don’t like the union. They just problematize 
every issue.  
To situate herself to better employment conditions, Ms. Martin chose to do extra work 
personally rather than to seek collaboration with other adjunct faculty. As such, the 
competition for scarce teaching opportunities make part-time instructors compete against 




However, rather than blaming instructors or the college’s lack of support services 
because they have no channel to advocate their needs, Korean international students 
ultimately blamed themselves in their struggles with academic work, and perceived  the best 
strategy to get better grades was to retake the classes. In this way, Korean international 
students’ perception of community college as a cram school in terms of taking classes, being 
tested, and getting scores, became consolidated.  
 
Identified as Asian Americans 
 
Interestingly, instructors tended to identify Korean international students with 1.5 
generation Korean American students. Critical researchers have pointed out the myth of the 
model minority stereotype for Asian American students in higher education, the idea that 
Asian American students are overrepresented in higher educational institutions, and do not 
need additional minority services since they are successful academically (Kim, 2013; Lew, 
Chang, & Wang, 2005; Pang, Kiang, & Pak, 2004; S.S. Lee, 2006; Suzuki, 2002). Instructors 
did not consider Korean American minority students to be in need of additional services. 
However, it was revealed that even the 1.5 generation Korean American students in this study 
struggled with their academic work, their spotty English, and work responsibilities, just like 
other groups of minority students. 
The instructors I interviewed, explained that the Korean American students at SCC were 
from middle-class families, since the College was located in a relatively affluent suburban 
area.43 Yet, contrary to the instructors’ perceptions, many of the 1.5 generation of Korean 
                                           
43 According to the SCC’s report, the residents of the community college district were affluent, with a median 
house income of slightly over 70,000 dollars. Among the residents, 70 percent were White, and 10 percent were 
Asian, the secondly largest ethnic group.  
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American students in this study were from poor families. Their families migrated to the U.S. 
after the 1997 Asian financial crisis, an alternative survival strategy as living conditions 
worsened within the IMF regime, especially for poor families in South Korea. Surprisingly, 
some of their parents returned to South Korea after they also failed to make ends meet in the 
U.S. Their 1.5 generation Korean American student, who chose to remain in the US, seriously 
struggled to make ends meet for themselves and manage their academics.  
In addition to the harsh economic realities of the 1.5 generation of Korean American 
students, the myth of the Asian American model minority student also aggravates the 
marginalization of both Korean international students and Korean American students from 
the instructors’ attention. Some of the Korean international students were aware that the myth 
of model minority was being applied to them. Imho lamented, 
In America, there is a bias that all Korean [ethnic] students are excellent in their school 
work. [People assume that] Although we may struggle in the beginning, later we will 
excel in our work. Well, on the one hand, this is a good point because Korea is well 
known for its students’ high academic performance. Yet, on the other hand, they 
[instructors] apply higher standards [to us] as such, “You, Koreans are good at studying, 
so you have to show high performance.” Because of the image of Korean students who 
are excellent in their academic work, Korean students [here] are expected to 
demonstrate high performance. 
Even Korean American faculty were not aware of the presence of Korean international 
students on campus. When I asked Mrs. Park and Dr. Kim about Korean international 
students, both of them seemed to be perplexed. Both of them mentioned that they did not 
have anything to say about Korean international students, and that they have never thought 
that there could be Korean international students among the body of Korean ethnic students. 
Rather they simply assumed that the Korean ethnic students that they met in their classes 
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or on campus were Korean American students. In the case of Mrs. Park, whose family 
migrated to the U.S. when she was a freshman in high school and who went to college and 
graduate school in the U.S., she tended to degrade Korean ethnic students at SCC. When 
asked about Korean American students at SCC, she explained, “The Korean students here are 
mostly those who did not study well. Rather they are more likely to be interested in partying. 
Most of them are not interested in studying.” In her tone of voice and facial expression, it was 
clear that she portrayed Korean American students at SCC those who tarnished the reputation 
of other Korean American students in the U.S. Mrs. Park, as a poet, was actively engaged in 
the activities of the Korean community in metropolitan Chicago. After getting a master 
degree in engineering at a top-tier university, she pursued her Ph.D. in education. However, 
without much motivation to conduct a dissertation project, she wrapped up her Ph.D. study. 
Although she did not get a Ph.D. degree she was very proud of her husband who got a 
doctoral degree and a high-paying job in the U.S. During our second interview, she showed 
me her daughter’s family picture, and proudly mentioned that her son-in-law, a White 
American, was a doctor. As a poet from a middle-class immigrant family, she also displayed 
her pride in her formal dress. Indeed, her business suit clearly contrasted with the dress of the 
poor Korean immigrant students at the SCC. She told me that she had never met Korean 
ethnic students. Yet, to me it was not clear whether she meant that she had never taught 
Korean ethnic students or that she had never even interacted with them. In contrast to her 
indifference towards Korean ethnic students, she enthusiastically served as an advisor for a 
student club for students who want to become education majors. When she talked about her 
students, especially poor minority students, her face was animated, describing their struggles 
to manage their studies even while working.  
Dr. Kim, a full-time faculty in the humanities department, did not distinguish Korean 
international students from Korean American students. Dr. Kim believed that Korean 
163 
 
American students were from the middle- and upper middle-class. Similar to Dr. Baker, who 
is also full-time faculty in humanities, Dr. Kim pointed out that the local community where 
SCC is located is an affluent area, so Korean American students were also assumed to be 
from upper middle- or middle-class families. When I asked about Korean American students, 
Dr. Kim said, 
As you know, a large portion of Station students are from the middle-and upper-middle 
class. So are Korean American students. They seem to be doing good [in their academics]. 
Under these conditions, the Korean international students got little faculty advising even 
though most of them seriously struggled with their academic work and with adjusting to very 
different institutional systems and cultures. Although they decided what majors they would 
pursue, these Korean international students typically had little information about course 
sequences related to their majors, requirements to transfer to 4-year institutions, etc. In 
Grubb’s study (2006) about academic advising services at community colleges, a counselor 
points out that “when students are self-advising and when student are navigating through a 
curriculum that allows them to step over some prerequisites, they will do something that 
doesn’t support the likelihood of their succeeding (p. 206).” At SCC where they got little 
academic advising not only from academic advisors but also from instructors, these Korean 
international students were in in a state of confusion when taking courses, as discussed in 
Chapter 3.  
My research revealed in particular, that because of a lack of support from instructors and 
from other institutional academic support services, Korean international students were stuck 
in community college much longer than they planned because they repeatedly had to retake 
courses in order to get the satisfactory grades required for transfer to 4-year institutions. For 
instance, Dabin failed in all the classes that he took in his first semester at Station College. 
However, none of the instructors who taught the courses provided additional advice or 
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support. As discussed in Chapter 4, although many Korean international students had to 
repeat or retake courses or did not show up for their classes or did not take exams, there was 
no institutional concern about the issue nor any effort to address it.  
However, in the moments when instructors did show concern about specific struggles 
that international students encountered every day on campus, international students felt less 
anxious about being in classes. Woosang, who was anxious in his anthropology class in 
which active discussion was expected because he could not participate at all, emailed the 
instructor to ask her to excuse him from these discussions. He mentioned,  
Well, I felt like I was sitting on pins and needles during the class. Frankly speaking, I 
couldn't understand anything [about what they were discussing in the group 
discussions]. Four or five people were in each group [in the anthropology class], and 
they talked about something, but I couldn’t catch a single word. Not because I was shy, 
but because I couldn’t understand at all what they were talking about, I was so scared to 
say something in the middle of their discussions. Like other Koreans, [I was so worried] 
about making a mistake? Yes, I could say something. But, if nobody knows what [I 
said], then what can I do? Such a thought....I felt so sorry about not being able to 
participate in the discussions. So I emailed [the instructor] saying I was so sorry not to 
be able to catch up in the class. Then, [the instructor encouraged me saying,] ‘Don’t 
worry, and don’t feel pressure in class. If you have difficulty in understanding English, 
and it takes a long time to read and comprehend things in English, I can give you extra 
time when you’re taking exams.’ Yes, she was the best instructor [that I met at the 
college]! 
As such, a few international students in this study who met instructors who showed concern 
for them felt more comfortable in the classes. As mentioned above, Korean students 
mentioned that most instructors did not even know that they were international students. 
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Because of instructors’ lack of awareness that Korean ethnic students were minority students 
to whom they should pay additional attention and who might require more services, the 
Korean international students’ struggles fell in the blind spot of indifference. Moreover, with 
little expectation of faculty support or academic mentoring, the most important factor in these 
Korean international students’ choices of instructors and course sections was whether 
instructors gave good grades with ease, the often mentioned, “Easy A”. To get this 
information, most of them referred to the website, ‘ratemyprofessor.com.’ 
 
Ghosts in Class  
 
During an informal interview about participation in classes, Jaesook mentioned that she 
was treated like a ghost. When I followed up by asking, “You mean you feel like 
t’umyŏngin’gan (an invisible person)?” Jaesook shook her head, “No, no. Kosŭt’ŭ (a ghost).”  
This emphasis on being treated like a ghost, and not merely like an invisible person, reveals 
the Korean international students’ experiences of not being welcomed by instructors or other 
groups of students in classes. Jaesook noted that when she sat in the middle of other students, 
she felt so uncomfortable. Sangdo explained, 
You know, when we say something [in class], we can sense whether people are listening 
to us, or ignoring us. Whenever I said something, I felt ignored. When I sometimes 
talk....Both from instructors and other students, there is no response. Whenever I get no 
response. I feel hurt at such an attitude....Even when I get the courage to ask a question, 
if the instructor abruptly says, Pardon me? Sorry, I become embarrassed.  
As expressed in Sangdo’s narration, most of the Korean international students experienced 
neglect by other classmates and instructors even when they were sometimes engaged in the 
class activities. And, the experience of being ignored made these Korean international 
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students feel that they were interrupting the classes. This was on top of their other 
experiences of being rejected when they asked for additional academic support from their 
instructors. Sangdo explained that the instructor’s expression, ‘sorry’ sounded like a 
euphemism for “don’t interrupt the class.”  
Because of instructors’ lack of awareness about international students, Korean 
international students ultimately began to identify themselves as inferior students. Woosang 
noted,  
Maybe this is not because I’m an international student, but as a student who can’t 
actively participate in class, it is natural that instructors have lower expectations of these 
students. [For example] Eye contact. It is absolutely right for instructors to give more 
eye contact to certain students because they are more likely to respond. There are many 
times that I’m alienated [in classes]. But, sometimes I feel thankful to instructors [who 
do not give me eye contact], because I’m so afraid of [the situation in which I have to 
talk about something].  
As such, these international students perceived their different cultural, linguistic and 
educational backgrounds as marks of their inferiority. They understood instructors’ lack of 
attention as instructors’ lower expectations of them. Under these circumstances, these Korean 
international students gradually hid themselves in the classrooms like invisible students 
whose presence was, ironically, whighly sensed. However, Younghee insinuated that when 
the instructors ignored her, it was done out of care or consideration for her She said, 
You know, it’s really, really an annoying situation. I prepared for the class but couldn’t 
engage in the class discussions at all. The teacher felt uncomfortable, and I was also 
uncomfortable, too. It was so distressful, really distressful! The Instructor’s way of 
caring for me was, for example, not waiting patiently for me to say something, but 
instead ignoring me.  
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Younghee’s thought that the instructor’s attitude was complex: on the one hand, she felt that 
he ignored her in order to alienate her. On the other hand, however, she considered that his 
ignoring her could be evidence of his care. However, Younghee wanted the teacher to be 
more patient and give her more time to express her thoughts.  
Their interactions with instructors aside, Korean international students also felt like 
remote isolated islands in the classroom because of their interactions with fellow students.. 
Woosang described his isolation in a class like this: 
You know, students tend to sit in the same seat in class. In a speech class, a student sat 
next to me on the first day of the class. He later dropped the class. After that nobody sat 
in the seat next to me [while I sat in the same seat]. So I sat by myself [with nobody 
sitting around me]. However, I couldn’t blame others. There were many empty seats, 
and everybody took a seat where they wanted to. There was nobody I knew. I didn’t 
have any chance to ask someone [I knew] to take the same class, so I was responsible 
for the situation. Yetwell….I felt like I was a deserted and isolated island....There was no 
peer-relationship. 
It was hard for Woosang to get through the class with no interactions with other students and 
little attention from the instructor.  
In addition to isolation in classrooms, Korean international students sometimes 
experienced somewhat intentional alienation when they participated in group projects with 
classmates. Dabin explained, 
To me, participating in group projects was the most difficult work I had to do. Other 
[domestic] students were inattentive to me. They made decisions by themselves and 
only asked me if I was okay with their decisions. If I said okay, they worked together 
without including me and submitted the final paper. Although in their final paper, they 
included my name, in peer evaluations, they commented that I didn’t contribute to the 
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project at all. I knew that I had to actively participate in the group work. However, it 
was hard for me to go to every meeting because sometimes there was no ride. Or 
sometimes there were time conflicts with my other schedules. It was very hard for me to 
contact them to explain my situation every time, and to suggest a rescheduling of the 
meetings. I’m unsociable. In addition, I had to communicate in English.…So it was hard 
for me to clearly express my opinions and ideas....Yet, in my [developmental] English 
class, the teacher assigned me to a group in which there was a 2nd generation Korean 
American. He [the 2nd generation of Korean American] looked out for me since he 
knew I was an international student. 
It was not only linguistic barriers, but more foundationally, certain hierarchical relationships 
between Dabin and U.S. domestic students that functioned in marginalizing Dabin from the 
dynamics of undertaking the group project44. In the case of Jungan, she easily gave up 
voicing her ideas when participating in group projects. She said, 
There are so my opinions that are disregarded. I don’t present my ideas at all, although I 
do have ideas to share. And, when others do not like my idea, I immediately withdrew it. 
How can I argue [with them] in English? ...You know, they [U.S. students] are very 
forthright in advocating for their ideas. So if they say, ‘I really don’t like your idea,’ then 
I give up the idea right away. 
Furthermore, international students who adapted to the atomized classroom culture 
tended to withdraw inside of themselves during class. Jaesook said, 
In addition, I did not initiate conversations with other students. I just sat there in the 
class, and left....There was no need to talk. I had no personal relationship with others. 
                                           
44 I will scrutinize the power relationship between these international students and U.S. community college staff 
and faculty and students in Chapter 5.  
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And, more and more I became silent.  
Jungan shared that she usually put on her earphones and listened to her favorite Korean songs 
in classrooms while she was waiting for the instructor to arrive.  
Feeling ignored on campus, Korean international students concluded that campus life at 
the U.S. community colleges was an “atomized one”. Inhu mentioned,  
In essence, the community college life itself is an individualized one. I go to classrooms 
by myself, and sit there without interaction with other students. After class, students go 
their separate ways. During lunch time, I have lunch by myself. It’s just an 
individualized life. In that sense, the community college is like a cram school. 
Indeed, to the Korean international students, there was no community to which they could 
belong on campus. They were afloat on campus with no relationships and places to be rooted 
in. Korean international students were even reluctant to expose their status as international 
students to other Korean international students outside their close circle because exposing 
their status meant to expose their social stigmatization as exiles. Hyeonjun shared that he had 
never talked at all in the classrooms during the previous semester even though there seemed 
to be another Korean international student in one of his classes. In this sense, SCC was like a 
train station where students temporarily stayed on campus to take classes while on their 
journey to places of employment or 4-year institutions. Carrying their own individualized 
burdens and goals, they were temporarily present in the same space as strangers. Jaesook’s 
notion of ‘being treated as a ghost in classrooms’ explicitly portrays the ways in which these 
Korean international students were perceived by instructors and other groups of students: 
those whose ideas, opinions, thoughts, and emotions were not appreciated.  
 




The contemporary community college, where students’ intellectual, affective and 
cognitive powers are put to work in the development of self-management and self-
responsibility, has become the primary disciplinary institution for implementation of 
neoliberal values. The contemporary community college neglects the importance of 
improving students’ critical democratic citizenship and instead assembles subjectivities as 
human capital within a technique of control. At SCC, which is increasingly being 
commercialized, Korean international students did not show any interest in significant events 
related to social justice issues. Anticipating to become a part of neoliberal system, being a 
community college student meant disconnecting themselves from the issues of social justice 
and civic responsibility. Instead, they were more concerned about improving their survival 
skills for when they would inevitably have to face immoral,irresponsible institutions and 
attitudes in neoliberal societies where the ongoing “liquidation of job security, the elimination 
of a decent social wage, the emergence of a culture of permanent insecurity and fear” are 
consolidated as immutable social laws (Giroux, 2005, p. 10).  
They were observed to be imprisoned and locked within themselves in their 
individualized timespace on campus, captured with their own affairs. At SCC, the cafeteria 
and hallway were open spaces. Thus students at the cafeteria could see and listen to what was 
going on in the main area where numerous events, such as college fairs and diverse cultural 
events, were held, by students, college staff and also local residents. However, surprisingly 
whenever I observed these events, paying special attention to Korean international students, I 
noticed that they passed the events as if they did not see and hear anything going on. 
On a day in late October, a Latino/a cultural events was held in the hallway. Long tables 
covered by black table clothes were arranged in a big rectangular shape, and diverse foods 
and snacks were displayed and sold. Spanish Reggae played loudly and the students and staff 
were getting people’s attentionwith loud voices. Around noon, I spotted Dabin passing by the 
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black table. Yet, surprisingly, he just passed by the tables as if he did not hear or see anything. 
He walked straight forward. Few Korean international students were spotted who showed 
interest or participated in the events on campus. Most of them mentioned that they did not 
have any time to worry about anything except eating and surviving.  
These indifferent attitidues toward social issues, notions of “mŏkkosanijŭm [eating-and 
living-ism]”, and “kwich’annijŭm [botheringism)” are often talked about in contemporary 
Korean society. C. G. Kim (October 13, 2010) argues that both ‘mŏkkosanijŭm’ and 
‘kwich’annijŭm’ are crucial ideologies, which shift people into more conservative positions. 
Mŏkkosanijŭm can be explained as a discourse and at the same time an attitude, which 
considers and acts to give priority to basic livelihood issues while ignoring other aspects of 
life (C. G. Kim, October 13, 2010; G. Y. Han, May 24, 2015). C. G. Kim (October 13, 2010) 
discusses that mŏkkosanijŭm became one of the most crucial attitudes, and perhaps even a 
life of principle-- not only for the poor but also the middle-class, with the dramatically 
weakened social safety net. Within the mokkosanijium framework, activities other than eating 
and surviving are perceived to be secondary concerns (C.G. Kim, October 13, 2010). For 
instance, college students in the EBS documentary titled, Why Do We Go to College? 
describes dating as an idle leisure activity which makes them lose their competitive edge in 
the survival game. Similarly Korean international students were overcome with anxiety that 
their basic livelihood could be threatened if they engaged in advocating for social justice 
issues since everybody else was fully immersed in the activity of self-development.  
This attitude was also connected to kwich’annijŭm. Kwich’annijŭm refers to the attitude 
of considering activities which are not directly related to self-development for the sake of 
better future employment as troublesomeness (C. G. Kim, October 13, 20010; G. Y. Han, 
May 24, 2015). One day in October after the Latino/a cultural day had been celebrated, I 
asked Dabin his opinion about holding a cultural event introducing Korean culture to the 
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campus. Dabin, who was the chair of the Korean Evangelical Christian Club (KECC), said, 
“I’m not so interested in that. It is best to be quiet on campus.” Dabin’s notion of being “quiet 
on campus” resonates best with Bumsuck’s, a 1.5 generation of Korean American’s similar 
narrative. When I asked the same question to the Bumsuck on the day of the Latino/a cultural 
event, Bumsuk turned down my question flatly, saying, “I don’t want to make trouble!” 
Surprisingly, both Dabin and Bumsuck perceived that holdinga Korean cultural day was a 
somewhat controversial attempt that would challenge US dominant white culture. This also 
mirrors the general tendency of Korean international students to be indifferent and apathetic 
in critical social justice issues. Korean international students dismissed students’ efforts in 
addressing racial, gender, and poverty issues as “making a lot of noise about nothing.” 
Dabin’s remark here was sarcastic. As such, their ignorance in fact reflects their conservative 
position, an unwillingness to highlight the value of minority cultures on campus.   
G. Y. Han (May 24, 2015) discusses how, as social polarization became intense in the 
post-1997 IMF regime, and citizens were faced with crisis in their livelihood, citizen’s 
political requests became centered on personal actuality rather than furthering public good 
and social justice. In addition, such attitudes can be understood as doubt or that students and 
staff who advocate to build more democratic and just college campus, community, and 
societies can accomplish anything. These students opted to ridicule a society and social 
system where they felt that a just and democratic social mechanism was impossible, and the 
pursuit of higher ambitions was out of their reach (see, Y. H. Han, 2013). In this regard, Y. H. 
Han (2013) points out it is difficult to expect the formation of critical political consciousness 
among young adults.  
Instead, Korean international students tended to adopt the strategy of individually 
pursuing their own survival through endless competition, which is often referred to as 
“kakchadosaeng (individually-seeking-survival)”. Kakchadosaeng can be understoodin 
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English to mean the pursuit of individual survival rather than collaboration to promote public 
good. Regarding the acceleration of individualism in a neoliberal regime, Apple (2004), 
Giroux (2001a, 2005), and Mitchell (2006) argue that the ideology of individualism functions 
as a rationale and neoliberal technology for the creation of personal responsibility in social 
economic situations.  
However, I argue that in advanced neoliberal reigns, precarious members of society are 
no longer duped by the neoliberal technology of individualism. They know that personal hard 
work does not guarantee upward social mobility. Yet, they acknowledge that individualism is 
their only means of avoiding a full-fledged fall into the abyss of life. Thus, it is understood 
that pursuing individual survival is, on the one hand, the lifestyle they are forced into, and on 
the other hand, the last option that vulnerable social members have. Unlike an early stage in a 
neoliberal regime when individual struggles for upward social mobility could partially be 
achieved in the short-term (Apple, 2004), in advanced neoliberal societies neither upward 
mobility nor a right to basic livelihood is protected, and individual lives are floating 
dangerously in zero gravity. There is nowhere for them to land except in an endless abyss 
where they cannot make ends meet. Both in reality and in their imagination, a community or 
society which they can rely on does not exist.  
As the community college became more deeply engaged in a totalitarian modern project 
which focused on the development of a workforce, the estrangement of the students and 
faculty from their learning and teaching became more serious. Because of their anxiety about 
impending poverty, Korean international students dream of a college education and a bright 
future have been dashed. The dominance of the ideology of mŏkkosanijŭm has resulted in 
these international students’ political, moral and social indifference. Such indifference, which 
can be translated as ‘civil illiteracy’ (Giroux, March 19, 2014), is already implicit within the 
system of contemporary higher education which stresses economic progress and aims to 
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increase the profit and personal prosperity of major economic actors. That is to say, justice 
and social issues are marginalized in U.S. community college policy and institutional 
practices; the vocabulary related to justice and social issues, such as reducing racial gap in 
college completion and improving multicultural education, have been appropriated by the 
major economic and political stake holders to conceal the antidemocratic goals of community 
colleges.  
Under these conditions, youth were more deeply programmed into the neoliberal system 
as they went through neoliberal discipline at community college. Similar to the way in which 
the working classes in the U.S. became integrated into a capitalist society even in the late 
1960s in the midst of democratic activism (Marcuse, 1964), in the advanced neoliberal 
system of South Korea and the U.S., these Korean youths who have some of the greatest 
potential to play a pivotal role in the materialization of democracy, are blocked from 
obtaining an education that empowers them to make to shape the future. In this sense, these 
youths who are urged to utilize their entrepreneurial freedom to convert themselves into 
human capital, which leads them to self-objectification, are indeed deprived of their freedom 
to pursue their education for public good as a critical democratic means of self-realization. In 
this study, freedom as self-realization implies conditions in which individuals can act agents 
who can imagine and pursue quality lives rather than being directed to serve as instruments 
for interests which ultimately alienate them from their being.   
However, even within these deprived conditions, Korean international students still hold 
the hope that their post-secondary educational credentials can enable them to dream about 
their future. They dreamed of a more secure livelihood before they faced the reality in which 
they could not transfer to 4-year universities. Younghee, mentioned with a smile, “I can plan 
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my future. After graduating [a university], [I can plan] what to do.”45 In addition, some of 
them expected that their 4-year university degree would function as a protective coat when 
they entered into a neoliberal society in which human capital is highly valued as an 
entitlement of social membership. To them, post-secondary educational credentials indeed are 
symbolic capital.  
Jungan, who had experience living as a high school graduate in South Korea, mentioned,  
Once you are launched into the world, you realize that. If you go to society and face 
reality, you can know how hard it is to live without any protective film. Because when I 
started my social life, I had no protective film. I realized a college degree itself is a 
protective film. [I mean] Not only financial crisis, but also emotional hardship [that we 
would suffer without a college degree].  
In her study on the discourse of middle-class mothers in Seoul, South Korea about education 
for their children, M. Y. Lee (2007) describes a post-secondary educational degree as a form 
of symbolic capital that enables one to be treated in a humane fashion even if it doesn’t lead 
to materialistic rewards such as getting a good job with a high salary or real upward social 
mobility. In this sense, Jungan expected that her college degree could serve as a shield to 
shelter her from social blame and inhumane discrimination in the society where she would 
belong.  
In addition to their desire to get a college degree that would function as a protective film 
from discrimination, these Korean international students also utilized their community 
college years as a preparation period for their further study in 4-year universities and 
                                           
45 Yet, after languishing for the last semester as she faced the reality of not being able to transfer to a 4-year 
university even though she got admission because of her lack of financial resources and the notification that she 
could not get a scholarship from the university since she, as an international student was not qualified, Younghee 
gave up continuing her studies. Rather she became a host who took care of three early study abroad students 
from Korea at her home.  
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colleges. Sangdo lamented,  
There are some people who look down on people who go to community colleges. 
However, that’s wrong. It’s okay to go to a community college. It’s much better to be on 
track instead of completely failing at universities from the very beginning. It is safe to 
get help at a community college, and to prepare there for studying at [4-year] 
universities. 
Ironically their struggles with course work at the community college made these Korean 
international students appreciate the community college education as a stepping stone 
towards higher levels of post-secondary education. However, contrary to their expectations 
and plans, Korean international students who struggled especially seriously with their 
academic work, gradually fell into despair, and lost hope of transferring to 4-year universities 
and getting advanced degrees beyond associate degrees.  
    
Reformatting Abnormalcy to Normalcy  
 
The Korean international students who were degraded as losers and (potential) surplus 
struggled to normalize their life trajectories, which were perceived as being derailed from the 
Korean neoliberal system. In their efforts, Christianity played a crucial role in helping them 
understand their education and life trajectories as “exceptional normalcy” with the notion of 
“God’s plan.” Indeed, Korean immigrant churches and a Korean Christian club played a 
pivotal role in managing Korean international students. The community college 
acknowledged this fact. In the main hallways at Station Community college, several monitors 
that displayed information about main events each day, were hung on the ceiling. 
Surprisingly, information about three Korean Christian groups’ meetings were displayed on 
the screens, and I also often observed other informal meetings at the college cafeteria which 
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were led by other small or large Korean ethnic churches. In contrast to their invisibleness on 
the campus, Korean international students were very visible as they actively participated in 
Christian circles.  
Youngho, who came to the U.S. through a church friend, Eunyoo, from his hometown, 
Pusan, mentioned, “My study abroad life started at a church, and will end at a church!” As 
such, Korean international students who were mostly Christians understood their 
“unordinary” education trajectories to be led according to “God’s will”. As discussed in 
Chapter 1, by highlighting how their transnational Christian social networks played a pivotal 
role in attracting them to the Chicago suburb area and to SCC, Korean Christian international 
students ultimately understood their educational journeys to have been unfolded according to 
God’s plan rather than within specific social, cultural, and political economic conditions.  
At a Wednesday night service in late February, Pastor Hong, who was a visiting pastor, 
delivered a sermon titled, Let’s have Dream and Ideal! He accentuated that one could have a 
dream and ideal within a faith, and that people who were entirely dependent on God could get 
an answer from God about their dream. Then, he asked the church members “to show 
unconditional faith in God”, and furthered that each of the member’s mission was to 
contribute to the growth of the church. He said, 
In the future, a capitalist society will continue to be prosperous. There are some people 
who say it is okay if churches do not grow. That’s ridiculous! Churches must grow and 
be prosperous. And, one of the most important missions that you have to carry on is to 
make the church prosperous. You have to show your absolute loyalty to God.…The one 
who trusts and is entirely dependent on God will experience his dream come true! ... 
Look at Joseph. God can make the one, who has already failed, to be 
successful....Within faith, you can have creativity, ambitions, and special life.…See 
Jacob. He strived to make his dream come true by fair means or foul, and endured 
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extreme suffering, feeling like his bones were broken. Do you want to succeed? Then 
you have to endure the extreme suffering. 
Pastor Hong’s sermon reflects the way in which the Korean evangelical church reinforces and 
reproduces the logic of the limitless affirmative society.  
The limitless affirmative society, which can be defined as the society that neoliberal 
ethos portrays is a society in which individuals can utilize their entrepreneurial freedom to 
maximize their human capital and consequently their material prosperity (P. C. Han, 2012, p. 
28) without being constrained within national territories. P. C. Han (2012) furthers that within 
the affirmative society, individuals are advised to trust themselves. However, this conditions 
people to suffer with depression when they encounter the reality in which they cannot pursue 
their dreams. However, rather than telling them to believe in themselves, pastors at the 
Korean immigrant church asked members to show absolute loyalty to pastors for the sake of 
God; then they would be able to demonstrate the endless potential that God promised. Korean 
international students who had experienced failure in academic competitions suffered from 
intense alienation in their everyday lives on campus, and seized with anxiety related to their 
envisioned deprived futures, were consoled and reenergized at their Korean immigrant home 
churches.  
The senior pastor of the Joshua Church also advised church members not to be anxious 
and afraid of their uncertain futures. He delivered, 
You might want to wish to get an A+ even when you don’t study hard, and make money 
wherever you go. Yet, the reality is different....However, you have to believe God will 
not abandon our lives. When we reflect our past, we know God took care of us. Thus we 
must not afraid be of our current issues and uncertain futures.  
In his sermon emphasizing God’s care, Pastor Kim tended to belittle Korean international 
students’ hardships and insecure futures. In addition, Pastor Hong also prayed at end of the 
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Wednesday evening service in May, 2013, “Dear Heavenly Father, who protect and raise us, 
please give us your blessing, the privileges you give to your children. You promised you’ll 
give us whatever we seek.” As such, the pastors boldly proclaimed that God would be their 
almighty provider and protector in this time of upheaval. These Korean international students 
who felt abandoned by the Korean state and also the community college, found relief at their 
churches through the belief that with God, they could be successful. Because of this, most of 
them were more than willing to devote their passion and time to volunteering at their home 
churches so that God’s special plan for their lives could be unfolded smoothly. As such, their 
passions were revived through their Christian practice. 
On the way to the church to participate in a Wednesday evening service, Youngho 
mentioned that he usually stayed at church all day on Sunday, from morning to late afternoon. 
He usually went to church by 9:00 a.m. to join the practice of the church choir. After practice, 
he participated in Sunday services, ate lunch, and then joined another Sunday service for 
college students, a small group meeting, and another meeting for the leaders of young adults’ 
small groups. Majin, Youngho, Dabin, and Woosang, who also volunteered at the Church 
choir for Wednesday night and Sunday services often stayed at church past midnight after 
Wednesday night services to practice for Sunday services. As Pastor Hong pointed out, this 
was their way of showing their absolute loyalty to God. Younghee, who went to another 
Korean immigrant church, energetically volunteered to cook rice and soup for the whole 
church, which totaled to about 100 people, with another lady who in her fifties every Sunday.  
At another Wednesday evening service, Pastor Hong reemphasized that everyone had 
amazing potential, yet, because of their sin, they could not demonstrate their aptitude. 
Because Pastor Hong highlighted in his sermon that church members would be successful as 
long as they demonstrated their unconditional faith in God and the church, working hard to 
increase the number of church members and also contribute financial resources, these Korean 
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international students were very devoted to volunteering at their home churches so that they 
could get rid of their sin, reach their ambitions, and see God’s work materialized in their 
lives. As such, these Korean international students who had suffered in their past and even 
envisioned future failures, experiencing alienation and anxiety in their everyday lives on 
campus, were strengthened through their participation in church to continue their journey.  
Furthermore, through church, they recovered their hope of overcoming their abnormalcy 
through God’s promises of success. In this way, Korean international students’ abnormal 
education trajectories were recontextualized as an important steps to moving forward towards 
God’s blessing. In the limitless affirmative society in which their failure was considered 
abnormalcy, they were encouraged to continue the race on the track marked as normal. Like 
characters in the Bible who converted their adversities into successes, they were working to 
make their educational trajectories into touching success stories.46  
A limitless society is one of the distinctive characteristics that the neoliberal ethos 
promises. As Pastor Hong pointed out, if one is willing to endure even extreme suffering to 
maximize human capital, she can enjoy endless materialistic prosperity within the so-called 
meritocratic society. P. C. Han (2012) argues that contemporary society is portrayed as a 
limitless affirmative society in which nothing is impossible, and individuals are advised “to 
trust themselves and to join the endless rush. (p. 28)” Under these conditions, people end up 
falling into deep depression especially when they become aware of the reality that 
opportunities for materializing their dreams are in fact blocked (P. C. Han, 2012).These 
Christian Korean international students held to their hope of overcoming the barriers that 
                                           
46 Later, Younghee expressed her deep disappointmentwith God once she failed to transfer to a university 
saying, “You know, every Sunday I go to church early in the morning to prepare meals for our church members. 
But, I don’t understand why God doesn’t help me to continue my study. This is unfair, unfair.” Perceiving that it 
was God who did not help or allow her to transfer into a 4-year institution Younghee turned her anger and 
complaints to God rather than the problematic social mechanism.  
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inhibited them from transferring to 4-year universities and furthermore achieving their 
dreams. Younghee confidently commented, “Nowadays, people say it is impossible to rise 
from humble family. But, I’ll show it is still possible!” 
In addition, the Korean immigrant churches met the desires of Korean international 
students who were being devalued in Korean society and the community college to be 
recognized. As reflected in Youngho’s notion of “feeling alive at church”, these Korean 
international students’ willingness to devote their time to volunteering at churches was also 
driven by their satisfaction at being recognized as significant members there. On a 
Wednesday in January, when Woosang and I entered the hallway of the church for the 
Wednesday service, the senior pastor came out and expressed irritationsaying, “[Woosang], 
Where were you today? And, why didn’t you answer to my call? I called you several times 
today. I need to download some music to listen to on the plane on my way to Korea.” Pastor 
Kim, who would leave for Korea to participate in a meeting of Korean pastors, had called 
Woosang to ask him to download some music onto his Mp3 player although he knew 
Woosang would be on campus all day. Woosang smiled and explained why he could not 
receive Pastor Kim’s call. “As I mentioned before, the connection inside the college building 
is so bad. That’s why I didn’t know you called me.”  
In their book titled, Yŏlchŏngŭn Ŏttŏk’e Nodongi Toenŭn’ga (How does passion become 
labor)?, Y. H. Han, T. S. Choi, and J. G. Kim (2011) argue that Korean neoliberal regimes 
maneuver youths into exploitation by encouraging them to follow their dreams even if it 
means enduring poverty. They further that youths in Korean society are encouraged to pour 
their time and skills into the work that they value with the hopes of becoming artists or 
entrepreneurs who receive no or minimal wages in cultural industries. The authors call this 
the “nonlaborizing process,” the mechanism by which passion is exploited in the form of un- 
and under-paid labor. In a similar way, I argue that these Korean Christian students’ desire to 
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be recognized as valued members and their passion to receive God’s limitless blessing of 
recovering their normalcy actually puts them at risk of being exploited for the prosperity 
“church business.” Indeed, Pastor Hong directly stated that running a church is a business in 
which efficiency is important in organization and management. As M. Y. Cho (2014) points 
out that young people in poverty are willing to volunteer in the foreign countries without pay 
through major companies because of their “self-satisfactory desire to participate in the 
[neoliberal employment] competitions [to accumulate their specs],” these Korean students 
were willing to nonlaborize their volunteerism for Korean churches with the hope that God’s 
reward to them would come in the form of returning them to the neoliberal track successfully. 
Operating upon the expectation that their lives would return to the normal track through 
their participation in church and filled with the joy of being valued as significant members, 
Korean international students’ faces were full of life at church. However, their struggles and 
hardships which were greatly affected by meritocratic and neoliberal political economic 
factors were perceived to stem ultimately from the distorted relationship between the God 
and individuals, that is, individuals’ sins. Moreover, Korean international students were told 
to be silent even when they thought that they were unduly treated in the society. Interestingly, 
the example of unjust treatment that Pastor Hong gave to his congregation was the public 
media’s accusation of corruption regarding the succession of a senior pastor, in a megachurch 
in Seoul, of his position to his son. As such, those Korean international students’ perceptions 




In this chapter, we examined the complex interlinks between social institutions and 
Korean international students’ desire to normalize their abnormacy in the neoliberal regime. 
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In particular, SCC and the Joshua Korean immigrant church intentionally and unintentionally 
played crucial roles in forming these students’ subjectivities. In particular, as neoliberal 
subjects who agonized about their lack of status in neoliberal Korean society and at the 
community college, Korean international students were seized with the drive to normalize 
their “abnormal” educational and life trajectories, and reformat their lives according to the 
neoliberal manual by placing themselves within the neoliberal Christian plot. In this sense, 
the contemporary community college and Korean church in the U.S. worked together on 
students’ soul; these were affective and cognitive aspects of a technique of control.  
At SCC, where neoliberal management practices led to hiring of a large number of 
adjunct faculty as a way to maximize efficiency, which led to exploitation of the precarious 
instructors, and where the meritocracy ideology intensified the alienation of the Korean 
international by their instructors, their peers, and even other Korean international students, 
Korean international students were deprived of the dream of completing a college education 
and reaching a better future. In particular, as Beck (Y. H. Sim, May 15, 2014) points out 
about contemporary risky societies where risks are especially concentrated on vulnerable 
social groups, Korean international students tended to recognize their responsibility to 
manage their academic works and livelihood. This can be understood as an outcome of the 
neoliberal ethos which emphasizes self-responsibility. This transformation is based on 
institutional practices of shifting responsibilities to individual students based on a model of 
privatized social services. Thus, students became more conservative and apathetic to social 
justice issues and the common good. Furthermore, community college education has become 
a channel for acquiring officially approved certificates and degrees which enable students to 
return to the path of neoliberal normalcy in the educational credential society. In this sense, 
SCC, by promoting the idea of careerism, facilitated Korean international students’ 
estrangement from their learning and broke the significant link between their learning and 
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livelihood. As such, the Korean international students’ horror and anxiety about their 
unreachable futures were deepened.  
At the same time, Joshua Korean immigrant church appropriated students’ intensified 
anxiety, and depoliticized and destructuralized their marginalization and lack of self-worth by 
personalizing their hardship, as personal sin against God and emphasizing their negligence in 
following God’s will of advocating for the growth of the church. In the process, Korean 
international students tightened their grip on the neoliberal Christian fantasy, which linked a 
vision of neoliberal modernity as happiness that stemmed from economic progress, with the 
propagation of an illusion that even the poor could escape deprived living conditions. As 
such, the Korean immigrant church played a significant role in forming these students into 
conservative subjects as well as acting as an important community unit that provided a sense 
of belonging for these students. Thus, these Korean international students were anchored in 
the unstable neoliberal regimes. 
In this way, those Korean international students lost their opportunity to experience 
‘emancipatory catastrophism’ during their community college years (Beck, 1992). Beck 
(1992) envisions that emancipation would be possible when people abandoned their blind 
faith in the omnipotence of modernity, the belief that modernity enabled control over 
everything. When this happens people can encounter the reality in which risks cannot 
completely be controlled or eliminated. Beck (Y. H. Sim, 2014) points out that risky 
conditions open up a new potential for emancipation where the public will shift its view of 
human beings as instruments, goods, and objects of control, and political request for 
humanistic reform will be made. Similarly, under the condition in which their imposed 
entrepreneurial freedom and conditioned choices, Korean international students tended to 
choose to believe Pastors’ messages which ensured their future success. In an advanced 
neoliberal regime, the formation of subjectivities, cultivated students’ souls and affective and 
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cognitive dimensions through intentional and unintentional institutional practices.47 Korean 
international students’ desire to recover their normalcy and achieve neoliberal success 
became a field where the community college’s neoliberal entrepreneurial projects and the 
materialistic ambitions of the Korean immigrant churches were entangled. And the 
complicated power relationships among the state, community college personnel in different 
positions, pastors, other groups of students, and the international students themselves effected 
the ways in which the Korean international students’ desires and strategies to materialize their 
goals were continuously negotiated within the neoliberal ethos frame. Pastors played an 
especially pivotal role in silencing Korean international students’ expressions of being 
discriminated against and alienated on campus. As a consequence, the Korean church situated 
itself as a last comfort zone where the international students recharged themselves to continue 










                                           
47 In his book titled The Soul at Work: From Alienation to Autonomy, Berardi (2009) argues that in post-Fordist 
society, the primary functions of factors are not to produce value but to format laborers’ subjectivities through 
specifically organized psychic space and the induction of psychopathologies as a technique of control. In this 




Chapter 5. Transnational Unmoored 
 
In this chapter I examine how the original goal of Korean international students in my 
study to return to South Korea underwent change or become less clear. As discussed in 
Chapters 2 and 3, these international students, who were exiled by their home state as less 
profitable citizens and potential social threats, and who were also alienated by SCC in the 
U.S., gradually gave up their goal to reenter the Korean neoliberal system as they struggled 
with their academic work, and became aware of their financial inability to transfer to 4-year 
institutions. They gradually lost their confidence to gain respectable social membership in 
Korean society. Rather than returning to Korea, more international students directly and 
indirectly expressed their hope of becoming part of Korean communities in the U.S.   
Within this context, it was observed that these Korean international students consciously 
and subconsciously redefined Americanness and whiteness to create a sphere in which they 
could locate themselves on the U.S. racial map. This can be understood as a strategy to 
advocate for their belonging within the community college and also within the U.S. To these 
Korean international students, finding a place to belong also meant proving their value within 
the neoliberal regimes of both South Korea and the U.S. under conditions in which corporate 
states and major capitalists grant social membership to people based largely on their market 
value. 
In writing about globalization, Waters (1996) argues that globalization does not merely 
imply Westernization of the whole world. Rather, globalization demands that “all spheres of 
social life must establish their position in relation to the capitalist West (originally 
emphasized)” (p. 3). Building on Water’s argument, I discuss the ways in which these Korean 
students’ subjectivities are transformed in order to build their position in relation to the 
187 
 
imperialistic capitalist U.S. In this regard, Korean international students’ desire to belong to 
Korean communities in the U.S. does not mean that they wanted to be fully Americanized. 
Rather, this transformation reflects the process by which those Korean international students 
are positioned and position themselves in relation to the imperialistic capitalist transnational 
sphere of the U.S. and South Korea.  
This chapter, therefore, focuses on the mechanisms that direct and negotiate the students’ 
sense of belonging. Holding this research purpose in mind, this chapter specifically addresses 
three research questions: first, how did the international students’ sense of national belonging 
shift? Second, how did the students redefine Americanness and Whiteness as a strategy to 
accommodate their belonging to the community college and more broadly their belonging in 
the U.S.? And, third, how did the Korean international students conflate class positions in 
remapping the U.S. racial map? With the increased number of immigrants and also 
international students, SCC was increasingly characterized as a contact zone where the 
neocolonized Korean international students and the alienated U.S. minority and immigrant 
students, both having depreciated in the global economy based on their profitability, were in 
tension to claim their belonging within the college to in order to acclaim their being.48  
 
Dualizing State and National Belonging 
                                           
48 Indeed, American community colleges are becoming contact zones with diverse domestic student bodies and 
they are increasingly destinations for international students as well. That is to say, American community 
colleges have long been distinguished for their high percentage of minority students- undergraduate programs in 
community colleges had 40% enrollment of minority students in 2009-2010. Among different ethnic groups of 
undergraduate students, 52% of Native American, 45%of Asian/Pacific Islander, 45% of African American, and 
53% of Latino students are enrolled in community colleges (AA CC, 2010). In turn, among the 690,923 
international students in the U.S., close to 100,000 of them attend community colleges (AACC, 2010; IIE, 
2010). Among sending countries of international students to the U.S. China, India, and South are the top three 
countries constituting nearly half (44%) of the total international enrollment in U.S. higher educational 
institutions. These statistics reveal that American community colleges are contact zone with diverse domestic 




These Korean international students’ sense of national belonging was complicated by 
their way of defining Korea as a nation-state as well as their definition of globalization. 
Although they did not clearly distinguish between Korea as a state and Korea as a nation, 
they tended to detach the Korean state from the Korean nation. On the one hand, they view 
the Korean state as the Korean government, and on the other hand, the Korean state was also 
associated with the physical territory of South Korea. From their perspective, while Korean 
conglomerates were transforming themselves into global companies, thus becoming more 
powerful within the global economy, the Korean state, which was limited to the Korean 
peninsula, was becoming more and more vulnerable in an increasingly globalized world.  
Yet, interestingly the distinctions they made between the Korean state and nation were 
related to Korean conglomerates’ expansion of economic activity beyond the Korean 
peninsula. In Fall 2012, Woosang, who spent his first semester at SCC after spending one 
semester at a private English cram school in Chicago, mentioned at the very beginning of the 
semester when he firstly enrolled in SCC that, 
The Global stage is now our home. See, [Korean] big companies such as Samsung and 
LG are making their way into the global. So a global stage has become our home. Now 
it is natural for me to think that the global stage is our home. I think a company where I 
can compete the most fiercely is the place where I can further develop myself. Being 
successful in places like the U.S. or China is greater than being successful in Korea 
since Korea is just a small country. 
As reflected in his narrative, Woosang viewed the expansion of Korean conglomerates’ 
entrepreneurial activities abroad as a new phase of Korea’s international expansion. However, 
Woosang’s perception shows subtle differences from former President Lee Myung-bak’s 
views on the expansion of the Korean state’s economic territory. Myung-bak Lee equated 
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Korean entrepreneurials’ expansion abroad with the Korean nation-state’s expansion. As 
such, he did not make a distinction between the Korean state and the Korean nation. 
However, Woosang considered Korean conglomerates’ expansion to be the expansion of the 
Korean nation while simultaneously viewing the Korean state as limited to Korea’s political 
territory. Woosang viewed the countries where Korean-registered major conglomerates had 
made a foray as the potential places where he could work and live. In this respect, he 
understood the Korean nation to be in places where Koreans were residing.  
Woosang included these countries as part of the expanded Korean economic territory 
and there places where he as a Korean could demonstrate his capability. Moreover, he 
appreciated these expanded opportunities. He believed that through the expansion of 
economic territory, he could not only have an opportunity to exercise his talents but also to 
further develop his work competency in a “global stage.” 
Yet, in the next moment, he lowered his tone and pointed out the reality that those 
conglomerates preferred to hire local people rather than Koreans in their overseas offices and 
factories. He explained, 
You know, the Hyundai in Alabama prefers to hire local people, not Koreans. Native-
Koreans are not given the opportunity [to be hired by Hyundai]. They [native-Koreans] 
are even deprived of the opportunity to compete with [U.S. local people]. Yet, not 
because they [native-Koreans] are inferior, but because they are less competitive 
[compared to Americans] both in English competency and cultural competency. 
As such, Woosang perceived that it was rational for Hyundai to prefer Americans rather than 
Koreans in their hiringwhen considering competency in work sills. Korean international 
students considered American English and culture to be key factors to being competent not 
only in the U.S. but also in the larger globalized world. This thought about competency was 
followed by Woosang’s realization that Korean major conglomerates no longer belong to 
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Korea. Woosang continued, 
Although it was originally a Korean company as Samsung became a global company, 
Korean entertainers became famous in other countries. They can even be considered to 
be world stars. Also, Korean movies became famous worldwide. Those famous 
entertainers would ultimately become disassociated with the Korean state. [Yet] it is 
capital that survive at the last moment.  
In this later narrative which contrasted with his former explanation about the expansion 
of the Korean nation and Korean capital abroad, Woosang pointed out that major Korean 
conglomerates would disaffiliate themselves from Korean nation as well as Korean state, and 
moreover that they would be immortal. To him, this showed the extent of transnational 
conglomerates’ superiority over the Korean nation-state. As Woosaing mentioned, “It is 
capital that survives at the last moment.”  
Woosang and other Korean international students in this study also revealed their feeling 
of betrayal not only by Korean conglomerates but also by the Korean state as they 
experienced alienation and discrimination at SCC because of their non-American nationality. 
Although they accepted those conglomerates’ preferences for hiring Americans, who they 
often referred to as “local people” in their narratives, they also felt conglomerates were 
unfaithful to Koreans.  
Similarly, they talked about how the Korean government and Korean universities also 
abandoned them; they were especially critical of globalizing Korean universities and 
colleges. Sangdo said, 
In Korea, universities are focusing on making better facilities, expanding their 
campuses, and hiring more foreign professors to attract more foreign students while they 
still charge us [domestic students] expensive tuition and fees. I don’t think this is the 
proper way to globalize Korean universities. [Rather] I would hope that they would be 
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more concerned about us [Korean domestic students].  
Other Korean international students compared the Korean government to the U.S. 
government, and Korean colleges and universities to U.S. colleges and universities. They 
commonly pointed out that the U.S. government and higher education institutions utilize 
international students’ money to give more benefits to their domestic students. Jaesook said, 
“While Station [Community College] charges much more money to us [international 
students], they provide lots of scholarship and financial aid to American students.” Jaesook’s 
narrative echoes other Korean international students’ keen awareness of being discriminated 
against in terms of financial aid based on nationality. Also, as discussed in Chapter 3, Korean 
international students thought that it was the domestic students who benefited from 
international students’ tuition and fees. Within this context, they criticized the Korean 
government and Korean postsecondary institutions that, in contrast, use domestic students’ 
more expensive tuition and fees to attract more international students.49 In particular, based 
on their experiences of being discriminated against as international students at SCC, these 
Korean international students were critical of the Korean state’s and post-secondary 
institutions’ failure to give benefits to domestic students through the tuition collected from 
the increasing  population of international students. Sangdo pointed out that the Korean 
government and universities and colleges rather discriminated against domestic students.  
The globalization of universities in South Korean means recruitment of more 
international students by giving them more privileges compared to domestic students, 
and recruitment of more foreign [native English-speaking] professors. Or they focus on 
                                           
49 Indeed the Korean government and postsecondary institutions offer many benefits including lower tuition and 
fees and scholarships in order to attract more international students. One significant reason why they try to 
attract more international students is to increase the diversity of their student bodies especially in terms of 
nationality which is one of the important criteria for evaluating a post-secondary institution’s global ranking.  
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renovating campuses. Yet, I don’t think that’s the right direction. They charge us 
[domestic students] more tuition and fees [than international students]. That’s not true 
globalization of universities.  
Ironically, their own experiences of being discriminated against at the U.S. community 
college increased their awareness of also being marginalized by the Korean state. They often 
expanded these experiences to compare them with other aspect in their relationships with the 
Korean state.  
Similar to Woosang, Younghee also separated the Korean state from the Korean nation, 
and detached the Korean nation from its physical territory. Yet, unlike Woosang, who viewed 
the expansion of major Korean conglomerates abroad as the expansion of the Korean nation, 
Younghee, who was an evangelical Christian, explained that the Korean nation was expanded 
by Koreans’ increased presence abroad. Younghee explained,  
Korea is not limited to its physical territory. Korea has expanded to the world. I think 
that’s right. In the Bible, physical buildings are not churches. You are the churches. 
Same with Korea. I’ve just realized that the Republic of Korea is not a tiny nation which 
is limited to the Korean Peninsula. Korea is in the U.S., and in China. [Korean] people 
are now living in the U.S. In old times [if someone moved to the U.S.] people saw her as 
forsaking her country. But, that’s not right. Now it [living in the U.S.] is considered as 
planting our country [Korea] in the U.S.  
In her narrative, Younghee defined Korea as a nation of Korean people.50 From this 
perspective, she emphasized that Korea was expanding its scope through the presence of 
                                           
50 Yet, as it is discussed in the section of ‘Co-Ethnic Othering’, Young and other Korean international students’ 
Korean people is not mechanically based on Korean ethnicity. For example, Younghee did not consider the third 
generation of Koreans as ‘Koreans’ since they seem to culturally and racially identify themselves ‘White 
Americans’ or ‘African Americans.’   
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native Koreans abroad.  
In their reterritorization of the Korean nation, the Korean state’s precariousness in the 
increasingly globalized world was also emphasized. Woosang said: 
Although I have pride in Korea, and its territory is described as a peninsula, it is in fact 
an island. While I was serving in the military, I deeply realized that my future is very 
limited to the divided Korean peninsula. So I felt like my future was blocked by 
division. I learned that there is nothing that the Korean military can independently 
decide without U.S. approval. Although I have some pride in my country, in terms of its 
diversity of cultures and languages, it is zero. There is nothing good in South Korea. 
Woosang’s comment that “there is nothing good” in Korea echoed the statements of other 
Korean international students in this study who painted a picture of a Korea that was located 
at the edge of a globalized world that was being flattened by a gigantic wave of globalization. 
Sangdo, who majored in art with the goal of becoming an animation artist, explained the 
reason why he dropped out of university.  
As you might know, Korean’s animations used to be dominant in the domestic market. 
But after the IMF [the 1997 financial crisis], U.S. products, like movies, started to 
dominate I thought that there was no possibility for me to manage my life as an 
animation artist. [So] I gave up.  
Korean international students considered Korea to be in a precarious state within the 
globalization regime, and such perceptions also reflected their low expectations of the Korean 
state to protect them from the gigantic storm of globalization.  
 
Globalization as U.S. Dominated World  
 
With their keen awareness of the Korean state’s powerlessness in protecting its citizens, 
194 
 
Korean international students in this study highlighted the prominent militaristic, political, 
and economic power of the U.S. Moreover, they provisioned that U.S. dominance would be 
expanded across borders as globalization progressed. In other words, Korean international 
students interpreted globalization as Americanization of the whole world. Younghee 
explained globalization in this way: 
Globalization means that America, which is now defined by its territory, will expand 
over the whole world. That is, in South Korea, Seoul is now at the core. Yet in the 
globalized world, America will become the core of the world. I think that cannot be 
changed.  
Their view of globalization as U.S. dominance of the World was based on their own 
experiences or observations of the U.S. state’s superiority over the Korean state. In particular, 
male students like Woosang who finished their mandatory military services in Korea became 
more acutely aware of the Korean state’s powerlessness in regards to its relationship with the 
U.S. Because the Korean War has not ended yet, they got to understand that it was not the 
Korean state and military but ultimately the U.S. and its military who had power to negotiate 
the termination of the Korean War. Also, they mentioned that soldiers who were fluent in 
American English enjoyed favor since sometimes their units needed them to translate when 
U.S. military officers visited. Woosang said  
One day, a group of high ranking U.S. officers visited our unit. There were several 
soldiers who had had experiences of living in English speaking countries like the 
Philippines and America. My superior chose the one who was fluent in American 
English.  
Later Woosang criticized the Korean government’s effort to mobilize patriotism as 
limiting people to the peninsula. Woosang mentioned, 
It’s common to label people who give up Korean citizenship as they acquire American 
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citizenship as betrayers or traitors. Here [at Station Community College], there are 
several [Korean] friends who are distressed about whether to serve in the Korean 
military or to serve in the American military to get American citizenship. I advise them, 
It’s up to you! It’s your life. The world is not run by patriotism any more. Yet, the Korean 
state emphasizes the common blood line among Koreans, and through this, it tries to 
make people serve its interests. So if someone makes a wrong statement, he is labeled as 
ppalgaengi (a commie). People insist that the person should be punished according to 
National Security Law. But, I understand that [the reason why Korean friends consider 
serving in the U.S. army] is because in the long run, Korea can be invaded and 
conquered.  
Woosang considered that living in the Korean peninsula could lead him into the next phase of 
the Korean War. Given this deeply embedded anxiety about the war, Woosang encouraged his 
friends to give up legal Korean citizenship and rather attempt to acquire U.S. citizenship by 
serving in the U.S. army.   
Younghee also pointed out the confrontation between South Korea and North Korea, and 
referred it to as Korea’s endangered condition. 
Nowadays, the most important factors are the economy and nuclear weapons. As you 
know, military power is measured by nuclear weapons rather than tanks like in old 
times. Yet, North Korea’s military power is much stronger than South Korea’s. Although 
the South Korean government boasts that we have stronger economic power, we’re also 
struggling with an economic crisis…..  
In her narrative, Younghee summarized the most significant factors of economic and military 
power into global hierarchies. Although she did not further her discussion on the correlation 
between these two factors and was aware of the possibility that the U.S. military had nuclear 
weapons in Korea, it was not difficult for her to identify these two crucial factors based on 
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her living experiences in South Korea. South Korea is one of the best places to observe the 
intimate correlations between the economic and military power in everyday life in the 
neoliberal U.S. imperial regime. To Jaesook whose hometown was located close to a U.S. 
military base in Gunsan, a small city in a western-southern province, and who thus often 
encountered U.S. soldiers in town and witnessed U.S.-South Korean joint military drills every 
year, the U.S. was a fearful country. In light of the tense situation between South and North 
Korea and the presence of the U.S. military, Korean international students were inclined to 
believe that living in South Korea was more likely to be risky.51   
Lutz (2002) states that the politics of militarization is a significant cultural politics that 
“works its way through everyday life spawning particular notions of masculinity, sanctioning 
war as a spectacle, and fear as a central formative component” (p. 723). Furthermore, Giroux 
(2005) points out that the culture of profit and militarization aim to “eliminate democratic 
public spheres” (p. 5) in the U.S. As a result, self-reflection and collective empowerment are 
reduced “to self-promotion and self-interest” while repressing the formation of solidarity and 
collective struggle (Bourdieu, 1998b). Because South Korea is neo-colonized by U.S. 
political, economic and military imperialism, the U.S. oriented IMF ethos prioritized profit 
and highlighted the division between South Korea and North Korea as a military threat. 
Korean international students’ fear of the recurrence of the Korean War and the horror that 
stemmed from their witness of the failures of IMF regime, also pushed them to be more 
focused on self-survival rather than seeking collective struggles. 
In his book, Modernity at Large, Appadurai (1996, p. 21) argues that a post-national 
                                           
51 In this vein, Jo-Han (October 20, 2015) also asserts that the confrontation between South and North Korea 
and the Korean government’s ignorance about safety made it possible that South Koreans could become 
refugees in the future . Jo-Han (October 20, 2015) points out in particular the Korean governments’ ongoing 
effort to increase the number of nuclear plants. 
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imaginary has already been formed in the wake of the crisis of nation-states, and that one of 
the distinctive characteristics of this post-national imaginary is deterritorization. In response, 
Mitchell (2004) discusses that Appadurai’s assertion about deterritorization “neglects the 
ways that processes of reterritorization nearly always occur in conjunction with 
deterritorization” (p. 10). And, Mitchell (2004) discusses that Appadurai’s emphasis on 
deterritorization “often serves to further entrench the project of global neoliberalism” (p. 10). 
Mitchell’s (2004) assertion that reterritoriation simultaneously occurs with deterritorization 
finds resonance in this study of Korean international students who faced a crisis in social 
belonging, and for whom a desire for reterritorization was dominant over a sense of being 
free from affiliation to a nation-state. Furthermore, in line with Mitchell’s (2004) criticism of 
Apparaudi’s emphasis on ‘deterritorization,’ which unintentionally rationalizes the 
deterritorized neoliberal project, this ethnographic work contends that the notion of 
‘deterritorization’ conceals these Korean international students’ abject situation of being 
denied respectable social membership either by their home country or by the U.S.  
Rather, the Korean international students in this study were active in rearticulating their 
state belonging in the U.S. rather than developing a post-national imaginary as Apparaudi 
(1996) outlines. In addition to being affected by the mobility of global capital and the 
dominance of the neoliberal ethos of becoming deterritorized, these Korean international 
students also felt that they were unable to manage their own lives in South Korea. Under 
these conditions, they tended to bisect their sense of nation-state belonging. In other words, 
while they identified themselves as Koreans in terms of their birth, culture, and ethnicity, they 
separated themselves from the Korean state and they chose the U.S. as the state that they 
wanted to belong to. Indeed, most Korean international students in this study mentioned that 
they were Koreans because they “were born and grew up in Korea” in Majin’s words, and 
that they wanted to be Koreans. Dabin also said, 
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Because it is the country where I was born and grew up…That cannot disappear or be 
ignored. I lived for 15 years in Korea. But even if I live several decades in the U.S., I’m 
still a Korean.  
To Dabin, his body and his being as well as his life history have been engraved by his 
Koreanness. 
However, the fear of the recurrence of the Korean War was a crucial cause for the 
separation in their minds between the Korean state and nation and also for their tendency 
towards reterritorization in the US. In Jungan’s narrative, it was clearly articulated. Jungan 
elucidated, 
Korea is the nation to which I belong. As a family, even if I get citizenship from here 
[the U.S.], I’m Korean. Just because … I was born there, so that goes for life. ... But, 
regarding the Korean government, I don’t like it. In that regard, this [U.S.] government 
is much better. I envy Americans. All the benefits American receive [from their 
government].... Korea [Korean government] doesn’t protect. No protection. [In 
particular,] when I’m outside [of the country], rather than feeling being 
protected...just....I heard the Turkish government does a better job than the Korean 
government [in protecting its citizens] although they are poorer than us. When terrorists 
occupied an airport, people were captured inside the airport, the Turkish government 
rescued their citizens. I heard that from a speaker’s talk. Also, in the case of Chinese and 
Japanese passengers in the airport, they were offered meals by their governments. But, 
Koreans did not eat anything while they were trapped within the airport. 
As MacDonald (2000) points out, with the increased power of the U.S. and also 
multinational corporations and organizations in South Korea, this student found that the 
Korean state’s ability to claim the patriotism of its members by advocating ethnic nationalism 
is gradually being debased. As such, the Korean international community college students 
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challenged the validity of equating nation with state. Contradicting the existing literature that 
observed deterritorialization among transnational migrants (Castells, 1989; Ong, 2006), these 
Korean students tended to explicitly reterritorize their feeling of belonging to the U.S.  
When I asked Jungan how she could explain globalization, Younghee jumped into our 
conversation, and said, 
Globalization? It is that the U.S. is becoming the world! It is the situation in which the 
U.S. dominates the world!...Globalization is the last stage of civilization. The last stage 
in the history of mankind. Just like during the period when people built the Tower of 
Babel, the World is united by [American] English. Now the U.S. is bound to its territory. 
But, it is during globalization that the U.S. begins to spread into the World. In other 
words, Seoul is the core of Korea. During globalization, the U.S. becomes the core of 
the world. I’m pretty sure it is almost certain....I think we need to consider [South] 
Korea not as a [independent] state but as one of the US states, because it has little 
competency as a nation-state. It is also too small [as a state]. 
Younghee’s view of globalization as the last stage of civilization and history and her 
connecting globalization to the dominance of the U.S. mirrors Korean international students’ 
recognition of the U.S.’ absolute superior power in South Korea and also their fear of the U.S. 
Similar to Younghee, other Korean international students tended to detach themselves from 
the vulnerable Korean state. Their desire to belong to the U.S. can also be related to their 
increased pessimistic perspective of their future. In this regard, the Korean international 
students that I met at SCC shared the common expectation of fatherhood protection from the 
state that they belonged to. As the market becomes more de-nationalized and de-territorized 
as discussed in Chapter 2, insecurity and uncertainty become inherently more embedded in 
the neoliberal market logic. In line with Nayak’s (2003) argument, the Korean international 
students seemed to choose a more stabilized state as a way to reduce their feelings of 
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insecurity and uncertainty.52 Although they did not name the U.S. dominance over the world 
as the expansion of U.S. imperialism, it was evident that those Korean international students 
sensed U.S. imperial dominance in South Korea.  
Regarding the expansion of U.S. imperialism in a neoliberal regime, McLaren and 
Farahmanpur (2005) argues that through the process of globalization and neoliberalism, the 
U.S. advances its “imperial project of global dominance” (p. 3). Furthermore, McLaren and 
Farahmanpur (2005) point out, 
The concept of globalization has effectively replaced the term “imperialism” in the 
lexicon of the privileged class for the purpose of exaggerating the global character of 
capitalism (p. 9). 
They (McLaren & Farahmanpur, 2005) further, 
The “new” imperialism to which we refer is a combination of old-style military and 
financial practices as well as recent attempts by developed nations to impose the law of 
the market on the whole of humanity itself, not to mention their reluctant subjugation to 
the will of the United States in its quest for the world domination. (p. 40)  
As McLaren and Farahmanpur (2005) discuss, it is clear that the expansion of U.S. 
imperialism in South Korea is an ongoing project that combines an old-style military and 
neoliberal-style financial practice by imposing the law of the market especially through IMF 
regulations. And U.S. imperialism controls not only market and military arenas but also affect 
Korean citizens’ everyday life and desires. Regarding the U.S. state’s utilization of 
transnational organizations such as the IMF and World Bank, Mikkinen (2004) points out that 
                                           
5252 In his book that discusses the change of working-class youths’ perception of race, place and class identity in 
England within the context of neoliberal globalization, Nayak (2003) points out that globalization is 
“theoretically convenient to speculate on the growth of risk, uncertainty and insecurity as they come to 
surrounded market aspirations for future generations.” (p. 4), 
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the U.S. utilizes the transnational regulatory entities and military force to maintain its global 
dominance and control abroad.   
Korean international students who gradually gave up returning to South Korea started to 
think about bringing their parents and other family members to the U.S. after getting U.S. 
citizenship. Moreover, Younghee explained the increased number of Koreans in the U.S. 
territory as the expansion of Korea as a nation. She mentioned,  
Korea needs to send more people to America. Sending people to America does not mean 
that they are leaving Korea. Rather, it is the expansion of Korea. Not to Japan but to 
America. I mean [the expansion of Korean] territory. 
Younghee proposed an increase in the number of Koreans in the U.S. as an alternative to the 
expansion of the Korean state while yielding the Korean state’s subordination to the U.S. In 
the situation in which the relationship between the U.S. and South Korea was becoming more 
intense due to the promotion of economic and militaristic propaganda surrounding U.S. 
imperialism, Korean international students perceived the U.S. state as more masculine that 




In this study, it was revealed that SCC is a microcosm within which US centered ethnic 
and national categorizations are reproduced through the institutional grammar of 
restructurizing very diverse groups of students not only on an institutional and US scale but 
also on a global scale. In her article entitled, Experiments with Freedom, Ong (2006) 
discusses that “the universal serialization of ethnic, racial, and cultural categories by the 
global mass media and popular culture has provided the institutional grammar for mobilizing 
scattered populations on a global scale” (p. 233). However, it is not only mass media and 
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popular culture but also U.S. colleges and universities with large numbers of international 
students, who can constitute a significant social sphere where ethnic, class and national 
hierarchies, can be remapped. At SCC, the U.S. neoliberal imperial management of Korean 
international students functions as a crucial factor that reinforces Korean international 
students’ neo-colonial subjectivities. This section pays particular attention to the institutional 
practices and behaviors of community college personnel, especially instructors and domestic 
white and minority students whom Korean international students interacted with everyday on 
campus.  
Domestic students that I interviewed expressed their discomfort with the presence of 
Korean international students. They complained that Korean international students did not 
ever cross ethnic borders. The presence of Korean international students, who stuck out for 
their distinctive language and fashion on campus, challenged U.S. domestic students’ liberal 
understandingof community college as a nationalistic educational institution where a united 
culture was shared among different groups of student populations on campus. There was 
tension between nationalistic multiculturalism, which defines the kinds of minority cultures 
that are deemed acceptable, and Korean international students, who were perceived as 
arrogantly refusing to assimilate not only to U.S. majority but also minority culture.53 In this 
regard, assimilation can be understood as subordinating to U.S. racial power hierarchies. 
Interestingly domestic African American students were intolerant more sensitive to Korean 
international students’ differences while they simultaneously expressed pride in being part of 
an African American minority at the community college. SCC provided some courses related 
to African American history, culture, and literature. Tiffany, who was holding a thick African 
American history book when I first met her, commented that she was generally satisfied with 
                                           
53 In reality, the notions of major and minority culture are extremely abstract. 
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the community college personnel’s support for her. Although SCC provided some courses 
related to African American studies, there were no classes specifically about Asian 
Americans, although Asian students were the second largest ethnic group after White 
students. These African American students’ irritation and intolerance reveals the limited 
imagination of minority cultures in multiculturalism and also the tension that stems from the 
invisible pressure of assimilation on campus.  
These ethnographic realities reveal the inability of U.S. imperial nationalistic 
multiculturalism to be engaged in international students’ cultures. Domestic students showed 
that they were the ones who had the power to define what constituted the proper conduct of a 
community college student on campus. I would argue that under these conditions, U.S. 
imperialistic and nationalistic multiculturalism was continuously reshaped and transformed 
along with power relationships among diverse groups of minority student.   
Furthermore, domestic students’ intolerance on Korean international students’ different 
cultures mirrored the domesticization of the community college campus as a public sphere 
where diverse groups of student populations interact with one another. The process of 
domesticizing the college campus, a process which positions U.S. faculty and students as 
superior to international students, is not limited to classrooms, but is also expanded beyond 
the classroom. In particular, Korean male international students’ feminized fashion was often 
mocked by domestic students. For example, Susan, a white female student pointed out, “You 
know what, Korean male students’ fashion is so feminized!” Korean male students, as they 
progressed through their time at Station, were also increasingly concerned about their less 
masculine bodies, hair styles, and fashion. In particular, those who were spending their first 
semester at Station Community College felt increasingly uncomfortable with their hair styles 
and fashions which were different from (White) “Americans”. When we had an interview at 
the college cafeteria, Magjin gesturing toward a group of White male students who all had a 
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similar very short hair style, and mentioned,  
I am envious of those [American] guys. If you look at those guys over there, they look 
good with a short hair style. Also, those guys who are on their laptops. I’m envious of 
those guys….I envy them. They look super manly even when they have shaved heads.  
To Magjin, short hair styles were associated with masculinity and his relatively long hair was 
considered feminine. He was also concerned about his narrow facial features. Other Korean 
international male students also pointed out Magjin and Youngho’s feminized styles. 
Although they were self-conscious about their own Korean hair style and fashion, they tried 
to lessen their feeling of foreignness by comparing themselves to Magjin and Dabin, whose 
hair and fashion styles were particularly feminine. Sangdo said, 
I’m exercising [at a private gym] with Youngho and Bangil.…The summer is coming 
soon, so we have to make our shoulders bigger. In particular, men who have small 
bodies have to exercise, especially Magjin and Dabin. They look feminine. Yet, to 
Americans, this style makes them look weak. They have that mane of hair. They need to 
improve [laughing], because they are still young.   
Interestingly, by the next semester, most of the Korean male participants appeared to 
have shortened their hair, except for Dabin. Not only did they feel uncomfortable because 
their hairstyle and fashion was different, but as was mentioned in Sangdo’s narrative, Korean 
male students’ comparatively longer hair style, which was popular in Korea at that time, was 
perceived to be feminine. The shortened “American” style that they transitioned to in the next 
semester can be understood as Korean international students’ desire to be accepted by 
“Americans” on campus. They had discovered that there was a tacit agreement about what 
constituted an appropriate hairstyle for men on campus. Sangdo’s notion of “improvement”, 
and of having the proper “American male hair style” reveals that he is thinking in terms of 
progression or advancement. In this sense, SCC was a somewhat ‘imperialistic social sphere’ 
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where even students’ hairstyles and fashions were evaluated in terms of levels of civilization. 
“Americanness” was a sensibility that was not only shared among U.S. domestic students and 
faculty, but also among post-colonized subjects at the level of the transnationalized social 
sphere. In particular, marginalized domestic minority students’ explicit or subtle hostility 
reflects that the exclusionary and imperialistic characteristics of US multiculturalism has 
serious limits and are moreover problematic (see Mitchell, 200454). In other words, the 
ideology of U.S. multiculturalism is highly racialized when it applies to domestic minority 
students but also somewhat imperialistic when it employs the logic of fitting into a U.S. 
college setting. U.S. domestic students’ uneasiness with Korean international students’ 
different fashions and language reveal their shared-nationalistic fantasy and their view of 
Korean international students as disturbing national unity and coherence.  
Under these conditions, Korean international students were experiencing direct and/or 
indirect everyday imperialistic racial practices. Korean international students were allotted 
use of certain social spaces, and experienced verbal abuse by U.S. domestic students when 
they crossed the ‘domesticity line’. Younghee mentioned that she felt unwelcome, especially 
by white domestic students. Younghee said,  
I felt like American students think poorly of us [Korean international students]. Most of 
all, I got the feeling from their eyes. Not only in classrooms but also whenever I walk 
[on the campus]. They seem to saying me, ‘I don’t care about you. I don’t want to 
interact with you.’ Such feeling....More and more I feel like I am isolated. Because they 
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critic and rejection of newly immigrated Chinese Immigrants’ mega houses is one of the zones that reveal the 
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White local residents to Chinese immigrants’ mega houses, which are describedas “monster houses” reveals the 
factthat many liberal assumptions are highly racialized and that irritations arise when the “nationalistic fantasies 




think they are superior, they seem not to be willing to interact with me. Because of a 
perception of white superiority, they ignore us. 
In addition to Korean international students, Ana, who was from Columbia, was also mocked 
by a U.S. white male student because of her bright skin tone. Ana elucidated, 
Once I hung out with American white students here [at the cafeteria]. A male student 
poked my arm with his finger and said, ‘Your skin is too bright!’ He seemed not to feel 
good about the fact that I [who am not a white [American]] looked like a White person. 
Then, Ana turned to face the plants that were on display near the windows, and continued, “I 
feel like they treated me like one of those plants, which are invisible. They seemed to expect 
me to stand in the corner.” Ana’s metaphor of ‘plant’ is similar to Younghee’s notion of 
‘ATMs’ that was discussed in Chapter 2, similarly portraying an assigned marginalized 
location on campus. Ana explained that her bright skin tone was perceived as crossing the 
racial line that a Latina was not allowed to cross.  
In addition, the absolute superior position of English over other diverse languages that 
diverse groups of international students as well as immigrant students use at Station 
Community College also functioned as a crucial factor that marginalized the Korean 
international students. To some degree, these Korean international students embraced their 
subordinate position to domestic native English speakers as well as instructors. Youngho said, 
I have English nausea. That’s why I’m lacking in confidence....To explain English 
nausea,...like I’m shy. Because I’m not confident in my English....As you know, here [at 
SCC], there are many tutors. Yet, I’m scared. Yes, scared. When Americans speak in 
English, I am scared.  
Explaining why he was scared, Youngho added,  
Well, how I can put it....If I don’t understand when someone talks in English, I feel 
sorry. I feel sorry because I can’t understand him when he is trying to say something. 
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Whenever I feel sorry, I blame myself because I didn’t study enough [English]. Like 
that. In particular, towards instructors, and also other students....Although I work hard to 
improve my English, it doesn’t improve as much as I would wish. In particular, Koreans 
are good at grammar or reading comprehension. Yet, we are actually so weak in 
listening and speaking. So, I can do well in solving problems. But, if a professor asks 
me to answer his question, I can’t give an answer. I can explain myself in my thoughts, 
but I can’t speak up. So my self-confidence is continuously reduced. When I am unable 
to answer a professor’s question, I can’t help but helplessly become conscious of the 
way other students are looking at me. If I don’t answer, they seem to look down on 
me....I can’t help but to sit at the back [of the class].  
In his narrative, Youngho blamed himself for not understanding what his instructors and other 
native peers said, and accepted his subjugated position and even worked to position himself 
as somehow lesser. Their “sitting in the back” reflects Korean international students’ 
alienated position at SCC.  
As discussed in Chapter 3, Korean international students felt that they were being 
screened, especially by community college personnel such as advisors, instructors, 
receptionists at the learning center and language lab, and tutors. They perceived that they 
were in a vulnerable position; they could be reassigned to the remedial courses again, which 
they called the ‘tomb.’ Again this vulnerability that they felt was due to their low-level 
English. Moreover, they pointed out that the college personnel seemed to judge their 
academic skills based on their level of English. Younghee mentioned.  
You know what, I was really afraid of communicating with college people. One day, I 
went to the language lab and asked a receptionist at the front desk whether they had an 
English software program that checks my papers for grammar and so on. The 
receptionist looked at me with suspicion, and asked me, ‘Did you complete remedial 
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English courses?’ As I answered, ‘Yes’, She seemed doubtful. After that, especially 
whenever I met the international student advisor, academic counsellors, or instructors, I 
became nervous, fearing that they could say the same thing as the receptionist, and put 
me in remedial courses again.  
After this, Younghee tried to ask as few questions as possible and get as little help as she 
could. In this scene, the receptionist acted like a screener, who evaluated and supervised 
Younghee, rather than as a helper who responded to Younghee’s needs. 
Also in a larger social context, Korean international students felt that they were being 
supervised by the state because of their experience of being excluded from the rights that 
their domestic students were benefitting from. Woosang commented, 
I can’t feel helpless and intimidated....American society has its own characteristics. For 
instance, it’s a credit society....Well, it doesn’t give working permits to everyone. Within 
that framework, it is the international students who are excluded. 
These Korean international students from lower middle- and working-class families wanted 
to get working-permits in order to work legally to make ends meet. The acquisition of 
working permit also allows them to get social security number, which enables them to make 
credit cards and consequently to accumulate their credit scores in the U.S. society. However, 
as international students, they were only allowed to have campus jobs under the federal 
regulations of the U.S. Immigration Office. Under these conditions, the chance for them to be 
employed was very rare. Thus, most of them gave up getting a job on campus and ended up 
working illegally within the Korean community. With such a low possibility of being hired by 
the community college, Korean international students’ sense of being alienated deepened. 
Woosang mentioned being “intimidated” as foreign “others” not only by community college 
personnel but also by the broader U.S. society.  
Mills (1997) points out that Western journalists denigrated Third World people as being 
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inferior and less civilized. In a similar way, Korean international students’ differences as a 
group were highlighted by American faculty and students and their struggles were not 
addressed. In that way, SCC became something of a transnational imperialistic zone where 
nationalistic multiculturalism was implemented in the form of imperialism to these Korean 
international students. Interestingly, set against the presence of Korean international students 
who explicitly stuck out from the imagined united multicultural campus, African American 
and working-class white students, who were interviewed, positioned themselves as superior 
Americans by denigrating Korean international students’ image on campus.  
As discussed in Chapter 3, this reveals that neoliberal multiculturalism,55 which 
underlies community college missions and policies and their associated curriculums and 
institutional practices, emphasizing U.S. national economic progress, is inherently not only 
illiberal but also imperialistic when the neoliberal project is combined with the 
internationalization of U.S. community colleges (see Melamed, 2006; Mitchell, 2004).56 That 
is to say, within the context of U.S. internationalization of higher education, nationality is one 
of the most crucial factors that dichotomously distinguishes students as domestic or foreign, 
and furthermore justifies the discriminations against international students.  
Under these conditions, not only community college personnel but also even domestic 
minority and working-class students tended to frame Korean international students’ fashion 
and culture from a colonial subjects’ perspective that ridiculed Korean international students’ 
culture and defined them as “weird”, and laid the blame for Korean international students’ 
                                           
 
 
56 In her book, Crossing the Neoliberal Line, that examines the conflicts over housing between longtime 
residents and newly immigrated Chinese immigrants in Vancouver in Canada, Mitchell (2004) points out that 
liberalism is fundamentally illiberal at its core. 
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segregation solely on the shoulders of international students, blaming them for not ‘crossing’ 
ethnic lines. Within this context, it was difficult to expect, especially of the marginalized 
domestic minority students’ deep engagement with the Korean international students’ 
experiences and culture. Thus it is clear that nationalistic narratives of multiculturalism of 
community colleges in a neoliberal regime inherently reinforces imperialistic practices when 
confronted with the internationalization of their student bodies. In this sense, it can be argued 
that neoliberal multiculturalism that promotes nationalistic narratives is fundamentally related 
to the accumulation of U.S.-registered multinational corporations’ profits and post-colonial 
subject making.  
   
Domesticizing International Students 
 
As such, at SCC, these Korean international students were subjugated as inferior 
students who felt sorry about not being able to understand English well. They were also 
excluded from the rights that domestic students were given, and were anxious about being 
overlooked by the community college personnel. In their study that examined how U.S. 
imperialism is embedded in dominant discourses on international students in US higher 
education in major higher education newspapers, Rhee and Sagaria (2004) discusses that “a 
continuation of the past western imperialism that created the differentiation between the First 
and the Third Words” is mirrored in the ways in which U.S. faculty and administrators 
describe international students (p. 79). Rhee and Sagaria (2004) find that as colonized people 
are described as a homogenous mass, international graduate students are particularly 
homogeneously identified as ‘an imported commodity of submissive workers” (p. 86), and 
more generally, undergraduate and graduate students are perceived as “capital and subjugated 
others” (p. 81).  
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In this study, particularly to male students, U.S. imperialism is also perceived 
engendered terms. Talking about why Korean male students were always together, Sangdo 
commented, 
I think the reason why Korean male international students always go together is that first 
on campus, they don’t want to be alone. If they are alone, it is pretty certain that they 
will be intimidated, because their bodies are small. So if two or three of them are in 
company together, they [Americans] cannot ridicule them to their faces.  
In his narrative, Sangdo pointed out Korean male students’ anxiety of being daunted on 
campus because of their smaller physical appearances. When we had a conversation about 
interacting with other students and community college personnel on campus, Jaesook 
mentioned, “Whenever I try to talk with Americans, I become easily speechless. I’m scared to 
speak English with them.” In our another interview about the image of Americans, Jaesook 
whose hometown is neighbored by one of the biggest U.S. military camps in the South 
described again that she was scared whenever she saw U.S. soldiers in buses or on streets in 
her hometown, “You know what, whenever I went to downtown Gunsan, I often saw U.S. 
service men carrying their guns. And, I was so scared of them.” However, her exposure to 
U.S. service men also affected her perception of Americans. Jaesook continued, “So I thought 
Americans were scary people.” 
Here, it can be argued that Jaesook’s notion of being scared to speak English with 
Americans reflects more complicated experiences regarding English and Americans. 
Jaesook’s fear of having conversations with Americans and in English was shaped in part by 
her encounters with U.S. servicemen in her hometown. The image of U.S. armed service men 
in her hometown seems to be overlapped with U.S. students and community college 
personnel at SCC. In particular, given that she was continuously subjectified for evaluation of 
her English, academic performance, and also capability of maintaining her legal status in the 
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U.S., her militaristic image of Americans is often compounded with an authoritative image of 
community college personnel and other domestic students.  
Also, with their own perception on their differences as their inferiority, these Korean 
international students tended to marginalize themselves and this tendency is appeared in their 
parametric locations on campus. Based on my observations at the college cafeteria,57 Korean 
international students mostly sat in the corner areas and did not often hang out there for long 
hours. Different from the dominant perception Korean international students had of 
themselves as ‘sticking together’, they were in fact often alone in the college cafeteria, 
although they sometimes hung out with other Korean international students. I did not often 
observe them hanging out with other Korean international students in the cafeteria. Rather, it 
was the library where Korean international students were most often spotted. Yet, it was rare 
for me to meet Korean international students even at the library. Mostly, they ate lunch or 
studied in their apartments. In that way, the racial coding that positioned Korean international 




It can be contended that Korean international students’ alienation at Station Community 
College is also intimately related more broadly to the racial profiling of Asian Americans in 
the U.S., and more narrowly Korean American students’ complicated locations on campus. 
Station Community College personnel and other groups of domestic students did not 
distinguish Korean international students from Korean American students. Rather they tended 
to view these two groups as the same. For instance, ethnic minority and working-class U.S. 
                                           
57 The college’s cafeteria is the place where I spent most of my time doing my interviews and observations.   
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students who were interviewed in particular demonstrated some degree of pride in being 
“Americans” when they explained their reasons for not getting along with Korean 
international students. Domestic students’ highlighting of their identity as “Americans” seems 
to be out of context. Yet, it indexes the understanding that Korean international and Korean 
American students are considered to constitute the same group of foreign Koreans.  
Regarding racial profiling of Asian Americans, many studies have (Espiritu, 1992; S.S. 
Lee, 2006; Tuan, 1998) come up with complex findings. On the one hand, Asian Americans 
are praised as the ‘model minority’ who are smart and hard working. But on the other hand, 
they are portrayed as perpetual foreigners who are unassimilable to U.S. dominant culture. 
However, in interviews with domestic students about Korean international and Korean 
American students, the ‘foreign’ aspect of Asian students was highlighted much more than 
the ‘model minority’ aspect. And “foreignness” is also reflected in the notion of “sticking 
together” while White students and African American students’ groupings were not described 
as “sticking together”. Also, as mentioned above, it was much less common to see Korean 
ethnic students hanging out together in the cafeteria or hallways than other groups of 
students. Thus even more so, the broadly circulated portrayal of Asian Americans as “sticking 
together” reflects the dominant discourse that simplify Asian ethnic groups’ segregated 
grouping as voluntary self-segregation. Asian Americans are blamed for being exclusive in 
their interactions with other groups of students.   
In her book titled, The Intimate University, which examined Korean American students’ 
ethnic segregation on the campus of the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 
Abelmann (2009) describes an experience when she was interviewed by a freelance journalist 
working on an article on self-segregation Time magazine. Abelmann (2009) points out that 
the journalist tried to get Abelmann to state that Korean American students’ segregation was a 
result of those students’ “own choice and actions rather than any particular racialized 
214 
 
circumstances” (p. 3). Similarly, domestic students, including other minority students, 
described Korean ethnic students’ marginalization to be a result of their intended self-
segregation. Abelmann (2009) continues that “the reporter fished for students’ choice in the 
matter, wanting thus to downplay race to suggest that segregation was merely a matter of 
cultural comfort” (p. 3). As Abelmann (2009) argues, rather than merely pursuing cultural 
comfort, these Korean international students at the SCC are also somewhat cornered into 
peripheral locations on campus. Expressing that they sometimes felt threatened or guilty 
about their low level of English skills, these Korean international students even felt 
uncomfortable to be on campus. On campus, rather than “sticking together,” they were 
invisible.  
In contrast, 1.5 generation Korean American students felt that their marginalized 
positions on campus were reinforced due to the presence of Korean international students. 
Within an institutional atmosphere that emphasized diversity and equal education for 
minority students, Korean immigrant students were aware that they were neither genuine 
Whites nor legitimized minority students. They clearly understood the fact that they were 
often identified as belonging to the same ethnic group as Korean international students. 
Indeed instructors and other groups of students who were interviewed were not interested in 
distinguishing between these two groups. 
Moreover, as briefly discussed in Chapter 4, Dr. Kim’s perception of Korean American 
students also was not so different from the general bias against Asian American students, 
especially through the myth of the “model minority”. He assumed that most Korean 
American students at Station College were from middle-class families, thus got strong 
financial supports from their parents. When I mentioned that the 1.5 generation Korean 
Americans at Station who were participating in my research, were mostly from working-class 
families, he was surprised.  
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Aware of their marginalized status at the college as neither as official minority students 
nor genuine “White American” students, it was observed that both 1.5 generation Korean 
American and Korean international students similarly tried to differentiate themselves from 
one another, in a process called intra-ethnic othering, to advocate their institutional and more 
broadly their social belonging in the U.S. Intra-ethnic othering can be explained as practices 
that are employed by minority members to differentiate themselves from co-ethnic peers who 
are victimized by racial profiling that stereotypes minority groups within the context of U.S. 
racism (Abelmann, 2012; Pyke & Dang, 2003). In the process, these two lower middle- or 
working-class student groups were continuously redefined and they kept on negotiating their 
ethnic identities. In the process, their Koreanness became confused within their desire to be 
recognized as a U.S. minority group.  
In their study on co-ethic othering among second generation Korean Americans and 
Vietnamese Americans, Pyke and Dang (2003) found that second generation Korean 
Americans distinguished themselves from other Korean Americans by labeling them as “FOB 
(Fresh Off the Boat)”, which indicates a sense of being “too ethnic”, or ‘Twinkies’, which 
means “whitewashed”, or “too assimilated” (p. 149). Similar to the second generation Korean 
Americans in Pyke and Dang’s study (2003), in her research on mostly second generation 
Korean Americans at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, Abelmann (2012) 
discovered that Korean ethnic students also practiced intra-ethnic othering to distance 
themselves by labeling other Korean Americans as “FOBs” or “Twinkies”. In her most recent 
study on intra-ethnic othering among Korean ethnic students at the same university, 
Abelmann (2012) also found that second generation Korean Americans adopt different types 
of intra-ethnic othering when faced with an increased number of Korean international 
students on their campus. Abelmann (2012) newly uncovered that those second generation 
Korean Americans practiced an intensified version of intra-ethnic othering toward Korean 
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international students, calling them “Korean Koreans”. Abelmann (2012) adds that she could 
sense tension between Korean American students and Korean international students in her 
class, “Korean America” in 2007.  
Similar to Abelmann’s study (2012), intra-ethnic othering was especially observed 
between Korean American and Korean international students in this study. Yet interestingly, 
different from Abelmann’s study (2012), second generation Korean Americans did not 
experience tension at SCC. Based on observations and semi-formal and informal interviews 
with second generation Korean Americans, 1.5 generation Korean Americans, and Korean 
international students, second generation Korean Americans were distinctive in terms of their 
first language and culture. In other words, second generation students to whom English is 
their first language, and who were considered too assimilated to be either a part of “White 
cultures” or “Black cultures”, were often labelled either as “folks who don’t know their true 
selves” by 1.5 generation Korean Americans or “(simply enviable) Americans” or 
“Twinkies58” by Korean international students. Dongil expressed his resentment towards 
second generation Korean Americans, describing them as “guys who don’t even know what 
their roots are”. In the case of Korean international students, their perceptions towards second 
generation Korean Americans were more complex. Having a stigmatized bias about 
community college students as those who failed to get admission to 4-year colleges or 
universities, they tended to look down on them. Younghee mentioned,  
Guys who get an education in the U.S. from elementary school have problems. They are 
not good at math because of excessive assimilation (laughing), and don’t study well.…If 
we don’t keep our things [cultures], but, instead, assimilate too much [to the U.S. 
                                           
58 Most of these Korean international students used the notion of “Twinkies” when they indicate not only the 




culture], we fall between tools.…Well, there are diverse Korean races: Korean 
Americans who came to the U.S. in their middle school years, or high school years, and 
Korean Americans who were born here. Those who were born here are very similar to 
Americans.…However, among successful Korean Americans, there seems to be more 
1.5 than second generation, because 1.5 guys are aware of the fact that they are 
discriminated against and are clearer about the reason why they moved to the U.S. Yet, 
still, second generation Korean Americans seem to be vaguely aware of these things, 
while the third generations are completely Americans.  
With little interest and few real interactions, Younghee along with other 1.5 Korean 
Americans and Korean international students perceived that second generation Korean 
American students on campus were a part of domestic minority student groups. These Korean 
ethnic students’ perceptions of the second generation mirrored the dominant stereotype of 
minority community college students as not smart and/or as poor students rather than the 
myth of the “model minority” that broadly applied to Asian Americans in the U.S. Also, it is 
remarkable that Younghee identified “Korean” not as an ethnicity but rather as a Korean race. 
Although in their home country where ethnic nationalism has been widely promoted in the 
process of forming the modern nation-state, they were familiar with the notion of ‘hanminjok’ 
(Han Ethnicity), most of Korean international students did not know that the popular term 
‘minjok’ could be translated into “ethnicity” in English and within the U.S. context. 
Moreover, these Korean international students who were familiar with U.S. racism from their 
home tended to perceive ethnic differences as racial differences. In this way, Younghee 
mentioned “diverse Korean races”, and distinguished Korean races into three categories: 
Koreans, 1.5 Korean Americans, and Americans. In particular, second generation and third 
generation Korean Americans are perceived as Americans but more likely be tarnished 
Americans. This reveals one of the dimensions by which the global circulation of White 
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hegemony overseas operates back on U.S. soil under more complicated conditions.  
Korean international students’ racial articulation of second generation Korean Americans 
students was in fact more complicated than simply identifying them as “Americans”. Inhu’s 
descriptions of two second-generation Korean American male students that she encountered 
in classrooms are not only somewhat similar to the dominant racial stereotypes of African 
American males, but also complicated. 
Me: Have you met Korean Americans? 
 
Inhu: Maybe. There might be one. But, I couldn’t make friends with him. He never 
talked to me first, never talked to me first.  
 
Me: Then, you never talked to him? 
 
Inhu: Yes. A few weeks ago, when I was taking a one-month long Statistics course, a 
student looked like a Korean. He looked like a Korean American. It was very hard to 
approach to him because he looked scary even though he sat right next to me.  
 
Me: Why? Weren’t you glad when to meet an [ethnic] Korean? 
 
Inhu: Well, he wasn’t just a Korean. [But] Korean American! Somehow he wasn’t like a 
Korean.… And, his English sounded so natural. So, I was [also] boggled.  
Like Younghee, Inhu also clearly differentiated these second generation Korean American 
male students as “Americans”. If Younghee explicitly denigrated second generation Korean 
Americans as not being successful in their academic work and socially upward mobility, Inhu 
portrayed them as “scary” on the one hand, but on the other hand, as “being somewhat 
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superior” because of their fluent and idiomatic English. In fact, other Korean international 
students’ perception of second generation Korean Americans were equally ambivalent.  
On the one hand, they apprehended second generation Korean Americans, especially 
who are from working-class, from within a similar frame of racial profiling that others used 
for African Americans based on their fashion, favorite music, and/or English accent as well as 
their low academic performances. However, on the other hand, they envied the second 
generation’s fluent English. Thus, Korean international students tended to want to make 
friends with second generation Korean Americans with the intention of improving their 
English. Indeed they considered second generation Korean Americans to be much more 
accessible than other groups of domestic American students because of their openness to 
Korean culture. Jungan mentioned,  
There is a white American guy that I’m giving a ride to on campus. This is the second 
semester that I’ve been giving him a ride. My Japanese teacher introduced him to me. 
Yet, I’ve never thought of having a meal together or meeting him off campus. He is 
somewhat bad. I mean, he mocks my English pronunciation. Rather than being a bad 
guy, he seems to think it’s funny to tease me. Yet, Twinkies don’t that, because they 
know that makes me feel bad. Yet, the [white American] guy mimics me unreservedly. If 
I were him, I wouldn’t do that to someone who is doing me a favor.  
Based on micro-aggressions that Korean American students experienced in their everyday life 
on campus, and second-generation Korean Americans’ tolerance of their culture, Korean 
international students desired to make some connections with the second generation.             
However, most of Korean international students had few chances to interact with 
Korean Americans. As discussed in Chapter 3, even at Korean ethnic churches, there were 
few opportunities for Korean international students to interact with second generation Korean 
Americans. Woosang explained the reason, 
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Insanely, Korean churches are divided between that that do Kaiam (KM: Korean 
ministry) and those that do Yiam (EM: English Minstry), because the second-generation 
cannot be trained in Korean. For them, there is no other choice except to deliver the 
sermon in English. But, as I observe, most Korean churches are Kaiam. It is even hard 
for pastors to deliver their sermons in English. Even the pastors who have a didi (D.D.: a 
Doctoral degree of Divinity) have difficulty delivering sermons in English, so they do it 
in Korean. In the case of my home-church, it is a one-hundred percent Kaiam. Being an 
insider, I know that there some 1.5 Korean Americans who come with their parents, who 
cannot understand English. They (1.5 Korean Americans) worship together and have 
fellowship. Yet, I also know other Korean Americans, who cannot understand worship in 
Korean, and so go to different churches than their parents. Yes, this is because of the 
linguistic barrier.  
To Woosang, who was immersed in ethnic nationalism that emphasized oneness among 
Koreans, the separation between the Korean ministry and the English ministry might have 
looked unnatural at first. Woosang considered linguistic barriers to be the major reason why 
second-generation Korean Americans were invisible at Korean churches.  
However, like other Korean ethnic students, second generation Korean Americans were 
also rarely observed on campus. Inhu, who also wanted to make friends with second 
generation Korean Americans to improve her English, mentioned, “[On the other hand], there 
is no opportunity to make friends with them [second generation Korean Americans]. I have 
no idea where I can meet them and where they are.” While reluctant to make friends with the 
second generation Korean Americans that she met in the classroom, it was clear that Inhu did 
want to make friends with second generation Korean Americans who were more likely to be 
whitewashed. Yet, because, like Mrs. Park, Korean international students were likely to have 
strong negative stereotypes about second generation Korean Americans as well as cultural 
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differences, they were not so active in developing friendships with the second generation. 
Furthermore, the second generation Korean Americans that these Korean international 
students did build friendships with were likely those who were more “whitewashed.” As 
discussed above, these Korean international students tended to distinguish 2.0 generation 
Korean Americans either ‘Whitewashed twinkies’ vs ‘Blackwahsed’ twinkies’ according to 
their families’ social-economic status, their academic performances and cultural tastes59.   
Yet, Korean international students mostly indicated that “Whitewashed Twinkies” rather 
than “Blackwashed Twinkies” were friends who could help them to improve their English 
and adjust to the U.S. higher educational institution and to society. As such, in this study, it 
was revealed that the meaning of “Twinkie” is variously affected by the context within which 
agents who utilize the notion are located as well as their class and social location in specific 
institutions in the U.S. and Korea. Its connotations are different depending on the context.  
Youngho, who was spending his first semester at the SCC, mentioned,  
Now I’m trying to make friends with a Twinkie. Bumjin is not a Twinkie, but an 
immigrant. There is girl, Amy, who was born here. Her English is very natural. [So] I 
started texting her and having conversations with her in English on the phone. I’ve just 
started that. 
Yet, Youngho’s communication with Amy did not last long. After Amy transferred to another 
community college, their communication stopped. Also, contrary to Youngho’s expectation, 
second generation Korean Americans that I met at SCC were not interested in making friends 
with Korean international students.  
                                           
59 During Thatcher’s regime in England, Gilroy (2000) points out the deliberate conflation of race and culture 
in the legitimatization of the alienation of blacks from being British. Similarly in the process of intra-ethnic 
othering toward second generation Korean Americans, culture was utilized as one of the most crucial criteria to 
racializing them as a non-Korean race. 
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These second generation Korean Americans explicitly called Korean international 
students “Fobby”, and revealed their uneasiness toward Korean international students’ 
different culture. Megan who was raised in the same place where she was born at an affluent 
neighbor community, identified herself as Asian American rather than as Korean American, 
and lamented,  
I don’t like to get along with Fobby girls my age. They tire and make me frustrated. 
They say girls have to have double-eyelids. So they often advise me to have double-
eyelid surgery. The things they mostly talk about are fashion or dramas, but I’m not so 
interested in them. They have really a one-track way of thinking, like communists.  
With long straightened black hair and a thin-stream of hair highlighted the color of light gold, 
she penciled her eyebrows in half-circle shadows with soft brown skin-tone make-up. As if 
she wanted to clearly distinguish herself from Fobbies, in the picture that she drew of her 
location in the neighborhood, Megan drew a straight line between her neighbor community 
and the Korean community that bordered it in order to explain her identity. Megan mentioned 
driving to a Korean community where Korean grocery markets and restaurants were gathered 
as a “border crossing.” Megan added,  
I identify myself as an Asian American rather than Korean American. Rather than 
Korean American, I think of myself as American. So, it is like a border-crossing to go 
into the Korean community.  
Because of her discomfort with Fobby culture, Megan described that going into the Korean 
community was still somewhat like entering a world that she was not familiar with.  
As discussed earlier, while Korean international students envied 1.5 Korean American 
students’ permanent residency or citizenship, they were not active in developing friendships 
with them. While Korean international students wanted to develop close relationships with 
“Whitewashed” second generation Korean Americans, they tended to look down on 1.5 
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Korean Americans because of their precarious social membership both in the US and South 
Korea. Korean international students, who had some interactions with 1.5 generation Korean 
American community college students not only at SCC but also at other community colleges 
through the Korean Christian club on campus or at their home-churches, knew that many of 
these 1.5 generation Korean Americans were struggling with financial difficulties and also 
low academic performance. These Korean international students, as well as other Korean 
international students who did not directly interact with Korean Americans, assumed that 1.5 
generation Korean Americans were poor and academically struggling. This unified perception 
of 1.5 Korean American students was different from the polarized view of second generation 
Korean Americans, that is to say, “whitened” vs. “blackened” Korean Americans. Sangdo 
said,  
Well, I shouldn’t say this, but I cannot make friends with them [1.5 generation Korean 
Americans]. I rarely acknowledge them. Well, I started to have some stereotypes about 
them. They looked like they didn’t like to study, so I didn’t want to be their friends.  
Sangdo also clarified that 1.5 generation Korean Americans were not Americans, but 
“immigrants”. This immigrant label reflects Korean international students’ realization of 1.5 
generation Korean Americans’ precarious belonging both in the U.S. and South Korea.  
Indeed, Dongil, who was a 1.5 generation Korean American, mentioned that he felt like 
he was “suspended in the air above the Pacific Ocean somewhere between the U.S., and 
South Korea” when talking about his precarious living conditions in the present and also in 
the future. Indeed, it was revealed that the immigration of many of the 1.5 generation Korean 
American families was (in)directly caused by serious financial crises that devastated jobs, 
especially by the 1997 Asian financial crisis. Many parents lost their jobs and their livelihood 
was seriously threatened in Korea. As an alternative to trying to sustain their livelihoods in 
Korea, some of them chose to move to the US, and these 1.5 generation Korean American 
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interlocutors were middle-school or high-school students at the time of their families’ 
immigration. Among them, Dongil’s parents and Heesuk’s father, who were seriously 
struggling to make ends meet even within the Korean community in Chicago and later 
returned to Korea, were not able to provide financial support for their sons. In the case of 
Heesuk, he even lost touch with his father after his father went back to Korea.  
In general, 1.5 Korean Americans were not so interested in developing friendships with 
Korean international students. Rather they wanted to distinguish themselves from Korean 
international students on campus. These 1.5 generation Korean Americans expressed a sense 
of crisis about their image because of the increased presence of Korean international students 
to their instructors and to other groups of domestic students. On the one hand, they criticized 
second generation Korean Americans as “not even knowing their roots”; on the other hand, 
like other domestic students, they disparaged especially Korean male students’ feminized 
fashion, “awkward” body language and nonfluent English. Bumjin, who took a sociology 
class with Majin and Youngho in the fall semester, mentioned that he was so embarrassed 
whenever Majin behaved “awkwardly” while speaking in “weird English”. Bumjin said, 
I know Majin tries to make friends with Americans. Yet, I feel so ashamed whenever he 
makes awkward body language in awkward English. Whenever he does this, he looks so 
silly. But, he seems not to know how other Americans think. I feel so ashamed. 
Bumjin shared about an instance during which the instructor mistook him for a Korean 
international student.  
A few weeks ago, the sociology professor called out me, Majin and Youngho at the end 
of class. Yet, when I asked him why he called us, he said, Oh, not you. Just the two of 
you guys. Then, he proceeded to mention that their (Majin and Youngho’s) grammar and 
sentences were really bad.  
Talking about why he did not want to be friends with Korean international students on 
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campus, Bumjin added, 
Our codes do not match with each other’s. If I joke about something, they don’t 
understand. They don’t understand deeply what I mean. We don’t sincerely understand 
each other. For example, inside-jokes. They never understand the inside-jokes. And, I’m 
not interested in the things they’re interested in at all. Rather, white friends are much 
better than them.  
To my question about making friends with other domestic minority students, Bumjin avoided 
answering my question by instead pointing out that “Blacks are much better than Mexicans.” 
And, as if he was trying to prove that he was close to Whites, as soon as the interview was 
wrapped up, he approached a white girl and greeted her very warmly. However, in another 
interview, I found that the limit of mutual understanding was not the dominant factor in 
Bumjin’s reluctance to develop personal relationships with Korean international students. 
After several months, when I interviewed Bumjin again, he mentioned, 
You know, I’m not a first-generation or a second-generation.... And, basically [Korean] 
international students are from rich families. They are so proud of themselves, and their 
level of consumption is very high. When I went to Windsor [Community College], 
[Korean] international students kept on blowing their horns. But, Koreans at SCC are 
international [students], but they don’t look like rich internationals. Anyway, we play 
separately. We have lots of high school friends, so we hang out together and they gather 
together. I have two close friends both of whom are going to U of I [University of 
Illinois at Urbana-Champaign]. I always hang out with them.  
Bumjin’s notion of being ‘neither a second-generation nor first-generation’ resonates with 
many of these working-class 1.5 Korean American students’ sense of being alienated by the 
two nation-states. Moreover, his commentary on international students’ “rich families” also 
created a contrast with 1.5 Korean Americans, who had to work to make ends meet with little 
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parental financial support. This contrast emphasized these working-class immigrant students’ 
sense of isolation. Not only because of cultural differences, but also because of a perception 
of class difference, the working-class 1.5 Korean American students were not willing to be 
friends with Korean international students. Bumjin was instead willing to drive down to 
Champaign, which is over 2-hours’ driving distance from Chicago, to meet his high school 
friends.  
Overall, Korean international students coveted second generation students, especially 
their English’s fluency and their “American style culture”. However, unlike 1.5 Korean 
Americans who had somewhat superficial direct interactions with Korean international 
students, the second generation Korean Americans that I met at the SCC had few interactions 
with Korean international students. To 1.5 Korean American students, Korean international 
students were not complete ‘others’ like other minorities, but rather ‘familiar others’ whom 
they did not want to associate closely with.  
 
Invisibility as a Strategy of Belonging 
 
Redefining Americanness and Whiteness 
Through their encounters with diverse populations not only on campus but also in local 
communities and more broadly in Chicago, the Korean international students in this study 
came to redefine “Whiteness” and “Americanness” for themselves and restructuralized the 
racial map at SCC and more broadly in the U.S. Multiple factors such as national origin, 
current nationality, people’s home countries’ economic situations, religion, and command of 
American English were crucial in playing into their redefinition of “Whiteness” and 
“Americanness” and restructuring racial maps.  
As discussed earlier, Korean international students often simply connected whiteness to 
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Americanness. This way of thinking had been formulated because the idea of U.S White 
hegemony was widely dispersed through multiple channels such as the U.S. imperial 
presence in military, politics, and economics, and also especially the massive propagation of 
Hollywood movies60 in their home country (N. Kim, 2008). Sangdo mentioned,  
Here, it is America, but it is getting harder to see Americans. Even when I go to 
restaurant, non-Americans, not Americans, are working [there], and it is getting harder 
to recognize Whites, because there are also many Europeans. Even if I go somewhere 
else, it is hard to see the original Americans. I know the U.S. is a country where people 
from all around the world gather. But, why don’t more Americans come in sight? 
With little consideration of people’s residency or citizenship status, Sangdo did not consider 
the non-White people that he met on campus and in other places to be Americans. 
Furthermore, in saying ‘it is getting hard to recognize Whites because of the large number of 
Europeans,’ Sangdo revealed that he did not even consider Europeans who had the same skin 
color as White Americans to be Whites; he limited Whites to the category of White 
Americans. Other Korean international students similarly differentiated Europeans and 
Latinos/as with bright skin tones from White American, and perceived White Americans as 
the “genuine whites.” Sangdo pointed out, 
At first, I was so confused (laughing) whether people [with light skin color] were 
Americans or not. However, when I heard them their English pronunciation or their 
names, [I knew], ah, he is an Eastern European.  
Whenever he saw people with light skin color, Sangdo mentioned that he subconsciously 
tried to figure out whether the person was a “White” or not.  
One important reason Korean international students did not consider East Europeans to 
                                           
60 South Korea has been the biggest market in the World for import of Hollywood movies (N. Kim, 2008).  
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be “(genuine) Whites” was their lower position compared to White Americans within the 
frame of power relationships. Younghee pointed out in a confident voice, “Eastern Europeans 
-- I think they’re not Whites. It’s just my feeling. When I observe their eyes and behaviors, 
they also get cold feet like us [Korean international students].” Similarly, Woosang said,  
You know the lady over there, she is from Greece. Right, she is biologically White, but I 
don’t feel she is White. Wealth is the criteria I use in discerning whether a person [with 
bright skin color] is White or not. In the case of students from the Middle East, who also 
have light skin color like White Americans, we don’t think they are Whites. Well, 
religion is another factor [those from the Middle East cannot be considered White]. But, 
I assert that wealth is the most determinant factor, because if someone has riches, he/she 
can also have political power. See, in the U.S. people in upper classes are Whites.   
While Younghee mentioned that her perception of Eastern Europeans as White or not 
White was dependent on her feeling or sense, Woosang explicitly pointed to “wealth’ as the 
most important factor in distinguishing those with light skin-color as “White” since U.S. 
Whites’ political power was also grounded on their wealth. Woosang clearly pointed out that 
people who have wealth and political powers were “genuine Whites”. Within the framework 
of power relations and with a keen awareness of the U.S. imperial power in South Korea, 
even the English and the French were not perceived as “genuine Whites.” Younghee 
mentioned, 
The English and French students display body-language expressing that they are 
superior [to us in the classrooms]. Yet, they are behind us. Their numbers are smaller 
than us. So even in the ESL class, I ignore them [the French].  
In this way, these Korean international students with little exposure to European imperialism 
and with an acute awareness of U.S. power in the world tended to exclude European Whites 
from the “genuine White” category. This mirrors Korean international students’ ways of 
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defining “’genuine Whites” as intimately related to U.S. imperial power in South Korea and 
also their perception of major White groups’ dominance in the economy and also in the 
political arena.   
 
Reinforcement of U.S. English imperialism  
The ideology of American English was another factor in defining ‘genuine Whiteness’. 
Among Whites, those who were native speakers of American White English were considered 
“genuine Whites”. Consequently, British English was not considered to be “mainland 
English” or “mainland pronunciation”. The Korean international students’ emphasis of 
“mainland” that indexes “the U.S.”, was in fact a popular term in South Korea. In dominant 
hegemonic discourses, the U.S. was more than just Korea’s most important allied nation in 
military, political, and economic arenas. Rather even in Koreans’ psychological horizon, the 
U.S. was perceived as the origin nation of modernization, civilization, and also English. This 
psychological perception was somewhat separate from their knowledge that U.S. English had 
originally stemmed from British English. Within their psychological map, the U.S. was 
located at the center and other English-speaking countries were on the periphery of the map 
of the English language empire.   
Furthermore, my research participants echoed the dominant discourses that highlighted 
the significance, that is, the absolute value of excelling in English in a globalizing era. 
Youngho emphasized that “in the 21st century, we cannot help but to do well in English.” 
However, as briefly mentioned above, based on postcolonized military, political, economic, 
and cultural relationships with the U.S., to Korean international students, American English 
was perceived to be ‘Standard English’ in the globalization era. Often described as ‘mainland 
English’, U.S. English was the most valued English, and according to Woosang, “English 
dialects” like Australian and British English, or ‘colonial English’ in the case of Pilipino or 
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Indian English, which were clearly different from ‘Bŏtŏ Parŭm (buttery pronunciation)” were 
located on the periphery. When he told his friends that he would stay in the U.S. for a year, 
Woosang said that all of his friends envied him: “Our society emphasizes [American] 
English, English, and English, so they naturally [think] highly of in American society, the 
origin of mainland English. 
Based on these perspectives, some of the Korean international students reported that 
they felt ashamed if they did not have a good command of White American English, and that 
this worked as one of the factors that lowered their position in society from their perspectives. 
Korean international students’ feelings of inferiority, when they compared themselves to 
Americans, on the one hand, was also based on their view of their English incompetency, 
which often impacted their overall sense of inferiority both to Americans as people and also 
to America as a nation-sate. On the other hand, the community college personnel reinforced 
American English imperialism in their interactions with Korean international students by 
quickly pointing out their “bad English”.   
The Korean international students’ post-colonial subjectivity also affected their 
perception of the power relationships that existed between them and domestic white students. 
Within their framework of defining “American” as upper and upper middle-class White U.S. 
native English speakers, these Korean international students felt, on the one hand, physically 
threatened and linguistically inferior to U.S.-born white students on campus, but they also 
looked down on White American students based on their assumption that they were not 
academically successful as well as they presumed those domestic students were lower class. 
Jaesook mentioned, “It’s very interesting. There are American students who got the same or a 
lower score than me! I was so surprised. You know, they’re native speakers (laughing)”. 
Younghee also pointed out, 
231 
 
At this college,...well, in terms of academic performance, Indian, Chinese, and Korean 
students are working so hard. In that regard, Americans are inferior to us. However, in 
terms of privileges, they have citizenship, but we don’t. So if they tell us to leave, we 
have to leave....So I’m very cautious. In that sense, they’re positioned higher than us. 
I’m a foreigner, and they’re citizens. Yet, they don’t look smarter than me. But, I’m 
staying here as a foreigner.  
As reflected in Jaesook and Younghee’s narratives, the Korean international students tended 
to perceive U.S. born White students as not fully genuine Whites because of their inferior 
academic ability. Even so, these students’ status as U.S. citizens was the determining factor in 
locating Korean international students at a lower and more powerless position in relation to 
them.  
 
Restructuring the U.S. racial map  
Korean international students, who have largely internalized American racial ideology, 
which categorizes people according to American racial categories, generally tend to rank 
themselves and other ethnic groups according to their wealth. Only Americans and Europeans 
are excluded from this schema. Within this ranking system the ability to speak English is not 
as important a factor because native English speakers such as Filipinos and Indians, who do 
not speak ‘mainland English’ but rather English born out of colonialism, are not considered to 
be highly positioned. Among minorities, Chinese and Japanese are ranked higher than 
minorities and/or foreigners in the U.S. Moreover, Koreans, Mexicans, and other Asians 
including Mongolians and Filipinos fill in the lower positions. However, the Korean 
international students in my study perceived themselves to be higher up than Mongolians, 
Filipinos and Mexicans because they perceived that Korea is richer than those countries.  
One of the factors that contributed to Korean international students’ stereotype about 
232 
 
Mongolian and Filipino students (or immigrants) as poor were the dominant discourses 
among Korean Christians that labelled these countries as important locales for evangelical 
missions. Both countries struggle with poverty and have small percentages of Christians 
among their populations. When talking about or referring to Latino/a students or immigrants, 
the participants used the term ‘Mexican’ instead of the more common ‘Hispanic’ indicating 
that they were from Mexico and not from South America and/or Spanish speaking countries. 
Because Korean international students often saw Latinos working as cleaners and gardeners 
on campus and beyond, they considered these students and immigrants to be at the bottom of 
the socio-economic ladder, in a similar position with African Americans. When talking about 
Indian international students and immigrants, even though the participants commented that 
they might be smart students, some of them also looked down on them by saying things like, 
“they are smelly,” or “Indian girls are stubborn.” In their interactions with other groups of 
students and immigrants, Korean international students generally seemed to internalize 
dominant American racial discourses, which linked socio-economic status to a hierarchy of 
relationships.61 
McLaren and Farahmanpur (2005) discuss that “the social construction of whiteness is 
always articulated from a position of privilege and power in relation to marginalized ethnic 
groups” (p. 105). However, Schiller (1997) mentions that “the construction of race is the 
product of particular relations of domination in particular places, periods of time, and social 
locations” (p. 449). This study proposes that the meaning of ‘whiteness’ is consistently 
shifting, and that not only dominant White groups but also subordinate groups are now 
engaged in reframing ‘whiteness’ in their struggle to secure their social positions. In the case 
                                           
61 Darder and Torres (2004) point out that “it is possible that inferiorization, exploitation, and exclusionary 
measures based on racialized logic would constitute multiple kinds of racism” (p. 64).  
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of the Korean international students at SCC, they tried to expand the scope of the non-white 
minorities in order to dilute their foreignness while also attempting to shift their identity from 
“foreigner” to “minority” by blurring the boundaries between foreigners and domestic 
minorities.  
These attempts cannot simply be explained as the result of Korean international 
students’ internalization of white hegemony that seeks to maintain the rule of the dominant 
power groups. Rather they can be understood as these Korean international students’ strategy 
to reduce their feelings of alienation from institutional belonging and social membership in a 
neoliberal regime by modifying the mechanism of racial profiling on their own. The Korean 
international students tried to rationalize their belonging to the SCC and advocate the value of 
their presence (existence) within society first by applying U.S. dominant racial binary 
distinctions that simply label diverse groups of student populations as white or non-white. 
Secondly, these international students integrated other factors, that is, class backgrounds, 
academic performances, and ethnic nationalities in order to alienate most of the community 
college students and also to restructuralize U.S. racial map. Within the newly articulated 
organizing principles of the Korean international students, White students at SCC whose 
academic performance was low and who were from poor families were excluded from the 
category of “genuine Whites”, and were relocated somewhere between “Whites” and 
“minorities”.  
When I asked what he thought of the diversity of the student population at the SCC, 
Woosang answered,  
Here? They seem to be diverse, but indeed not so diverse. As I mentioned before there 
are many Indian and South Asian students. I don’t feel I’m at a U.S. campus. Although 
there are Americans, there are no pure Americans. Rather they seem to be Europeans 
who immigrated to the U.S.  
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In this narrative, Woosang even described U.S. domestic college students as Euroopean 
immigrants. In this way, Woosang utilized the U.S.-made ‘Whiteness’, which is 
“overdetermined political and cultural identity” that is associated with social-economic 
status, nationalism and citizenship (Winant, 1997, p. 48), to minoritize white Domestic 
students at SCC.  
 
Hoping to live as an invisible minority in Korean communities  
While these Korean international students expressed a desire to get more support from 
advisors, instructors, and tutors, they also wanted to remain invisible on campus. When 
talking about the reason for this desired invisibility, Sangdo said,  
People on the Hackers site mentioned that exposing my status as an international student 
means revealing my weakness. On that website, people warned us not to ever reveal our 
international student status, because we would be ridiculed. Being an international 
student means to pay more tuition and fees and to struggle with a lack of English skills. 
Thus, they [American students] think international students are able to take courses 
because of their money [rather than their academic capability].  
Hackers is one of the most popular website for students who are studying abroad or who 
plan to study abroad to share various forms of information with each other. One of the 
reasons why Sangdo did not want to expose his status of being an international students was 
so that he could avoid U.S. domestic students’ judgement that international students were 
sustaining their status as students because of their money and in spite of their academic 
failures. As discussed before, these Korean international students, who, on the one hand, 
pointed out the lack of institutional support and their alienation on campus, on the other hand, 
wanted to remain invisible because of the fear of being a target of others’ blame.  
With little hope to transfer to 4-year universities and regain respectful social 
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membership, these lower middle- and low-income Korean international students tended to 
choose to live as invisible alterity within Korean communities in the U.S. rather than return to 
Korea. Unlike the few middle- and upper middle-class students that I met at SCC whose 
academic performance showed improvement, these lower middle-class and lower-income 
students, who had to work while studying, gradually withdrew their hope of returning to 
Korea. Jungan described Koreans abroad, who need state protection but cannot receive it as 
“ttŭnaegi(the adrift).” Jungan pointed out,  
If I’m a citizen, there are rights and responsibilities [that I can claim and must to fulfil]. 
When I was in Korea, I performed all of my responsibilities as a citizen. I paid all my 
taxes and didn’t do anything that was prohibited. However, here…no rights and no 
responsibilities. That’s why I can define myself as “ttŭnaegi (the adrift)”. Oh, no! Here, 
there are no rights [that I can claim], but only responsibilities. I have to be a full-time 
student, I must not work but I have to pay a certain amount of money [for my tuition and 
fees]. [They emphasized] you have to observe this and this. There are so many 
responsibilities but no rights. That makes it really hard for me to live here. If I lived in 
Korea, I would request my rights [from Korean government]; but there is little that the 
Korean government is willing to do [for me]. Alas, although I’m Korean, as a citizen, if 
I can, I would like to be American. Although I’m Korean, if I could choose a 
government, it definitely would be the American government. 
Meanwhile these Korean international students emphasized that their Koreanness would 
never fade away. Younghee explained, 
Diverse people from different countries are integrating into America, and yet their 
cultures are still alive. We cannot abandon this. If we can’t keep our culture, then we 
lose our identity, and we ultimately don’t belong anywhere. That’s why it is so 
significant to keep our identity as Koreans....So we’re living in America as Koreans. We 
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look exactly like Koreans. Russians, they are Russians and also Americans. We’ll be 
Koreans until we die.  
In spite of the Korean government’s neglect of them, holding onto their Korean identity was 





    This chapter interrogated the processes of racialization of Korean international students 
especially by examining their interactions with diverse domestic student groups including 
Korean American students, and the ways in which Korean international students engaged 
with and responded to racialization processes in everyday life. Furthermore, this chapter 
traced the ways in which these Korean international students changed their strategy from 
pursuing reintegration into South Korea to pursuing the status of invisible minority within the 
U.S. Aware of their precarious belonging both in their home country and also at the 
community college, these Korean international students positioned themselves as individual 
entrepreneurs who acted as self-enterprising actors to interact with governing technologies to 
alienate and materialize themselves. Indeed, South Korea’s vulnerability is increasing as its 
economy is becoming dramatically auxiliary to the neoliberal economic project and as the 
world economy is being restructured through major multinational capitalists’ strategies and 
the U.S. military imperial intervention in Korea due to the expansion of China. In addition, 
the Korean government continues to pursue sustained economic prosperity and sustained 
social stability through the marginalization of citizens’ sacrifices.  
This study revealed that Korean international students, on the one hand, tended to 
internalize their prescribed identities, that is, as “the surplus” in their home and “educational 
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consumers” and “ATMs” at SCC in the U.S. Regarding individuals’ autonomy in their 
identity formation, Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (2002) hypothesize that “individual behavior 
was becoming less bound by traditional norms and values and sources of collective identity 
such as social class” (p. 2). Similarly, in their study on museums as transnational social 
spheres, Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (2002) present that in increasingly transnationalized 
contexts, individuals’ construction of singular and centered identities are overridden by 
“identities “predicted on cultural mixing and crossover on intercultural traffic rather than 
boundary demarcation” (p. 6).  
Yet, unlike the museum that Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (2002) study, SCC is not a 
crucial transnational sphere where different cultures are valued in the same measure, but 
rather an important transnational education institution where U.S. nationalistic and 
imperialistic policies and practices are formed with the explicit goal of developing a U.S. 
workforce and capitalizing on international students’ tuition and fees. Under these conditions, 
domestic community college personnel and students’ discriminatory attitudes are understood 
within the frame of multiculturalism. However, I would argue that it is inevitable that 
multiculturalism, which ultimately addresses dominant business and economic sectors’ 
interests, is also imperialistic from the perspective of transnational students in the U.S.  
Within these discourses of multiculturalism, I contend that power relationships in the 
field do matter. In her study on the impact of the increased number of wealthy Chinese 
immigrants on the discourse of multiculturalism in a suburban neighborhood in Vancouver, 
Canada, Mitchell (2004) points out that there are some tensions between neoliberalism and 
national narratives that are related to domesticity, whiteness, and empire. Mitchell (2004) 
found that national narratives of sedimented histories that associated domesticity, whiteness, 
and empire were challenged as the meaning of ‘being at home’ was “strategically 
manipulated by the alliance of wealthy immigrants, developers, and politicians in their 
238 
 
advocacy of neoliberal policy in the city” (p. 32). However, unlike Mitchell’s study (2004), at 
SCC, national narratives were reinforced, and Korean international students enacted different 
forms of challenges. Those challenges in fact ironically reinforced U.S. dominant racialized 
national narratives.  
In addition, although there is commonality between Mitchell’s study (2004) and this 
study in terms of the dominance of major economically and politically powerful groups’ 
influence, that is, a maximization of their financial interests, there is a difference in strategy. 
In the case of the major economically and politically elite groups in Vancouver, they chose to 
challenge the national narratives that came in the way of a historically developed “whiteness 
and the empire” (Mitchell, 2004, p. 32). Meanwhile, at SCC, key figures actively promoted 
national narratives of multicultrualism that advocated for economic patriotism. In 
consequence, I argue that at SCC nationalistic multiculturalism consistently highlighted the 
promotion of domesticity, whiteness and empire. Within this context, the economic 
profitability of the transnational populations at SCC, which included immigrants and 
international students, was a crucial aspect that affected their institutional and social 
belonging while they were simultaneously being alienated. Yet, interestingly both in 
Vancouver and at SCC, injustice and immorality was concealed and also rationalized in the 
name of “intolerance” under the hegemonic ideology of multiculturalism. Under these 
conditions, these Korean international students employed the strategy of enacting the 
discursive reconstruction of race in the U.S. In particular, this study understands intra-ethnic 
othering, which Korean international and 1.5 Koran Americans utilized in the larger context 
of the U.S. imperialistic racial order, as a process that portrays particular traits and 
predilection in a negative way (also see Abelmann, 2009). In their book titled, After Race: 
Racism After Multiculturalism, Darder and Torres (2004) point out the problematic tendency 
to study “race” rather than racism in academia. Darder and Torres (2004) discuss that “within 
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U.S. cities, changing demographic profiles associated with a rapidly increasing immigrant 
population also expose the limits of a black-white paradigm. In its place more complex 
configurations of racialized populations are evolving (p. 14),” as “the phenotypical, color-
based categories of differences that only a generation ago appeared rigid and fixed are being 
restructured and reconfigured against the background of globalized capitalism and neo-liberal 
government policies worldwide” (Marable, 2000, p. 9). This study also shows that imagined 
racial relationships among diverse groups of students are reconstructed along with the 
evolving globalized capitalism and neoliberal policies and politics, and these students’ class 
relationships are understood and expressed in racial terms (also see Darder & Torres, 2004; 
Melamed, 2006).  
In addition, in contrast to critical literature that has observed marginalized social groups’ 
effort to be recognized as valuable social members in neoliberal regimes, the Korean 
international students in this study employed the strategy of becoming invisible. At the same 
time, repudiating other groups of students, such as working-class white students, African 
American students, Korean Americans, and recent immigrant students as minorities, they 
were also employing a different strategy for advocating for their belonging at SCC. That is, 
rather than making efforts to be recognized by the college and the state, these Korean 
international students wanted to hide their presence by expanding the category of minority 
others. With their keen awareness of their vulnerable social membership both at home and at 
SCC, Korean international students chose the strategy of liquefying the U.S. racial map by 
reducing the number of genuine Whites and Americans and even converting some 
nationalities into racial categories of their own making. In the mechanism, capitalism is the 
axis that reinforces and simultaneously refashions social and political relations of power 
(Darder & Torres, 2004). They believed that living at the very center of U.S. imperialism 
would more concretely guarantee their security in this turbulent globalized world.  
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These Korean international students were reflexively remaking their own identities as an 
invisible Korean American minority. These efforts at remaking themselves reveal Korean 
international students’ shared acknowledgement of the involuntary forfeiture of their 
institutional and social belonging, their abandonment of the desire to be recognized as 
valuable social members, and the certainty of their dismal future and unanchored life. Given 
the internationalization of higher education within neoliberal globalization, I would argue that 
Korean international students were positioned and also navigated their location in relation to 
the imperial capitalist U.S. As a result, their identities were, over time, centralized and 




















Chapter 6. Critical International Multiculturalism 
 
In this conclusion chapter, I will highlight my major findings, discuss new critical 
international multiculturalism as an alternative model that overcome the current imperialistic 
and nationalistic multiculturalism, and present suggestions for educational policy, 
institutional practices including curriculum and future research.  
 
Globalization of Higher Education as Engendered Global Governmental Form 
 
This study unraveled the mechanisms through which the subjectivities of Korean 
students attending a community college in the U.S. are shifted. In particular, this study paid 
attention to the complex intersections among the rationalities for the marketization of the 
globalization of U.S. higher education, the instrumentalization of Korean international 
students as a revenue source, and the imperial and nationalistic multiculturalism that 
reinforces racial profiling of these Korean students as unassimilable and inferior others at the 
community college. Under the conditions, this study further examined the ways in which 
Korean international students navigate their social belonging both at the SCC and in the U.S. 
by remapping racial and class relationships among diverse groups of students.  
This study found that lower middle- and working-class Korean international students’ 
study abroad in the U.S., one of the most economically advanced countries, is rather 
functioned as cultural politics that reposition these Korean international students as the 
(potential) transnational unmoored low-wage laborers who struggle with securing their lives 
either in Korea or the U.S. These international students increasingly identify themselves as 
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alienated outsiders in both countries rather than as confident in their capability to act as 
empowered citizens.  
In the process of transforming these Korean international students’ subjectivities, I 
would argue that neoliberalism is one of the key axes which function as a global governance 
at macro-level and as a technology of others and self in micro-level both in Korea and the 
U.S. First, before their arrival in the U.S., the Korean international students in this 
ethnographic project were framed as depressed losers and were in the process of struggling 
with the sense of feeling ‘lost’ and with the ‘self-discrimination’ in their home country. The 
entrepreneurial Korean state unfolds a cultural politics of belonging that aims to drive these 
less-profitable young adults outside of its territory by converting their seemingly lack of 
competency into a social illness that must be removed. My study revealed that, under the 
conditions, Korean students embraced the dominant ideology within Korea that their 
belonging is determined by the neoliberal system rather than recognizing their agency in 
problematizing the violent social, political, and economic power structure to rearticulate their 
modalities of (global) social belonging in more critical ways.  
Second, their despair and fear of being eliminated from the labor market as the surplus 
and waste of neoliberal system, however, prompted them to utilize the U.S. community 
college system as a stepping stone to ultimately demonstrate their recovery of ‘neoliberal 
normalcy’ in the Korean state. Yet, the systemized institutional irresponsibility and 
discrimination through which U.S. imperialism, which identified these international students 
as inferior foreign others, interacts with the neoliberal project, and consequently reinforced 
these international students’ alienation.  
These Korean international students, whose value of existing itself is depreciated both in 
Korea and the U.S., chose to make uncertain deals with God to convert their ‘abnormalcy’ 
into ‘exceptional normalcy’ in the neoliberal regimes. They read their perceived deformed 
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educational and lifestyles to specially individualized projects in the name of ‘God’ in return 
for devoting their time and works in sustaining the system of Korean immigrant churches that 
is a part of the unsacred God’s kingdom. In this light, these Korean international students are 
also the flakes which are dangerously connected and/or rested on the shoulders of the 
neoliberal systems and deconsecrated God. These surplus students are the products of the 
Korean and also the U.S. neoliberal systems but they are rejected to belong to the system as a 
valuable part. Instead they are barely connected to the system (U.I. Paek, 2013) as 
educational consumers at SCC and low-wage part-time laborers at the Korean community in 
the U.S. In this regard, these Korean international students are becoming a part of the 
precariot, who endure “a precarious existence as a normal state of living” (Grimm & 
Ronneberger, 2007; Standing, 2011, p. 9), and have little hope of social integration as 
corporate citizens in the corporate societies under the governance of neoliberalism (Standing, 
2011).  
Through the mechanism, these students’ social identities are continuously shifting 
among ‘social illness’—being identified and identified themselves as being no good, ‘social 
autism’—be alienated and alienating themselves outside of the neoliberal systems, ‘social 
death’—being recognized and recognizing themselves as socially dead--, and ‘social 
evasion’—hoping to be invisible in the society: Rather than going through these modalities of 
social belonging in a linear way, these different types of belonging sometimes coexist. With 
their awareness of the virtual impossibility of transferring to 4-year institutions either in 
Korea or in the U.S., these Korean international students are inclined to choose to live as 
invisible Koreans within the Korean communities in the U.S. as a form of social evasion that 
avoids being continuously recognized as a ‘social ill’ like back in their home country. As 
such, these students’ initial desires to use the community college system for recognition 
shifted into the desire for ignorance. This change is understood as the modified strategy of 
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these students who experienced globalization as being uprooted to sustain their individual 
security in the turmoil of inhumane neoliberal economic assault. 
Overall, this study names the SCC’s practices of recruiting and managing Korean 
international students not as the ‘internationalization’ but as the ‘imperialistic globalization’ 
of higher education. As explained in chapter 1, the notion of ‘globalization’ underlines the 
SCC’s ignorance or inability to improve student’s critical democratic citizenship, as it is 
subordinated to the neoliberal globalized system. The term denotes the SCC’s conformation 
to the hegemonic ideology of ‘neoliberalism’ that commodifies the U.S. community college 
system as a brand in the international market and materializes Korean international students 
as a revenue source, subjectifing them as powerless education consumers. In addition, by 
intentionally and unintentionally identifying them as inferior foreign others, SCC also 
reinforced these Korean international students’ ‘post-colonial subjectivity’, which had already 
been formed in their home country.  
 
Critical International Multiculturalism  
 
Globalization of higher education as a part of neoliberal profit accumulation regine 
This study found that the globalization of SCC is intimately interlinked with producing 
low-wage, post-colonial subjects. In other words, SCC ironically promotes monoculturalism 
on which dominant cultures and neoliberal economic projects in the U.S. are centered. Yet, 
SCC’s increased accentuation on workforce development is often marked as multiculturalism, 
in terms of involving diverse groups of minority student populations involved in neoliberal 
economic projects, which refereed neoliberal multiculturalism. I argue that such neolbieral  
multiculturalism is in fact a radicalized form of monoculturalism that ultimately reframes 
curricula and redefines students according to neoliberal economic parameters while 
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simultaneously promoting U.S. economic nationalism and imperialism. In consequence, such 
practices undermine the democratic value of U.S. community college education to empower 
not only domestic but also international students as critical agents who can actively advocate 
for their rights to participate in designing curricula. 
McLaren and Farahmanpur (2005) point out that “the global economy is increasingly 
relying on low-wage, part-time jobs comprised of an army of contingent, disposable, 
temporary and footloose laborers (originally emphasized)” (p. 44). This is a part of the dual 
mechanism of capital accumulation. Persuad and Lusane (2000) indicate that capital 
accumulation relies on the relative surplus value extraction and the absolute surplus value 
exploitation. Persuad and Lusane (2000) explain that while the relative value extraction 
administrates toward educated professionals, the ‘absolute surplus value exploitation is 
greatly dependent on the growing class of unskilled and semiskilled laborers especially in the 
service sector of economy.  
It is remarkable that Persuad and Lusane (2000) point out the dual system of capital 
accumulation. However, I argue that in more advanced neoliberal regimes, the lower skilled 
laborers who are targeted for exploitation are not limited to those in service sectors, but also 
laborers in typical industries such as manufacturing. Moreover, as neoliberalism shifts 
globalization into “an alienated force that creates unemployment and dispassion” (Mitchell, 
2004, pp. 11-12), a larger portion of educated employees also become the target of ‘absolute 
surplus exploitation’ through the emphasis on continuous self-development, self-management 
and indulgence of their passion to maximize their performances (P. C. Han, 2012). P. C. Han 
(2012) defines this system as self-exploitation system.   
Regarding the mechanism that capitalism gives rise to, McLaren and Farahmandpur 
(2005) argue that the capital accumulation regime depends on the “reproduction of the 
asymmetrical social relations of production” toward the “barbaric overaccumulation over 
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wealth and the economic and cultural exploitation of working-class and minority groups” (p. 
99). Furthermore, this political-economic logic reinforces the neoliberal paradox on a global 
scale while the capitalists’ profits are astronomically increased as ordinary people are 
becoming pooer and their living conditions become vulnderable. This is understood as the 
brutality of neoliberalism that blinds the working-class transnational population to the vicious 
systematic circle, therefore sustaining unjust social structures and suppressing their freedom 
to fundamentally problematize the exploitive mechanism and the violence of the totalized 
systems. 
 
Why critical international multiculturalism? 
This dissertation proposes the urgency of revisiting the globalization of U.S. community 
college that materializes international students as a revenue source, reinforces these students’ 
post-colonial subjectivities, and exaggerates diverse groups of students’ practices of 
‘othering.’ This is one of the crucial strategies through which the globalization of higher 
education becomes stabilized, thus neoliberal totality dominates higher education systems 
and curricula across the borders. Hannah Ardent (Canovan, 1998) points out “the quasi-
natural rhythm to which human beings have had to adjust themselves” (p. xiv). I argue that if 
the commodification of higher education becomes the logic directing the operation of 
globalized higher education institutions, it will become a quasi-natural rhythm that 
institutional personnel, students, and parents have to adjust to. In this regard, inventing 
critical international multiculturalism (CIM) is an attempt to disrupt the neoliberal ideology 
totalizing higher education. As this initiative is in its early stage, we are at a very crucial 
historical moment for turning the direction of the globalization of higher education toward 
the internationalization of higher education. 
Considering the intimate relationships between the dominant transnational economic 
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power groups and the U.S. imperialism that is supported by the state’s political and military 
dominance in other nation-states, critical international multiculturalism in higher education 
aims to transform public community colleges into a crucial social and political sphere and 
instituion for those marginalized international and domestic student groups. Through this 
reform, students will not be subjected to knowledge that is designed to discipline them to 
accede to the dominance of oppressive power groups (see McLaren & Farahmdpour, 2005).  
As public community colleges are shifted from a public sphere, where the public goods 
is central to their mission, to job training centers that focus on the improvement of the U.S. 
workforce, this study found that tensions surrounding race, class, and nationality are 
consistent regardless of students’ backgrounds, and more complicated than the existing body 
of literature recognizes. In particular, nationality is functions as one of significant factors. 
Students’ nationalities imply that students’ positions in the reconfigured racial and class 
relationships among community college students are decided based on the modalities of their 
home countries’ relationships to the U.S. as well as their locations in the global economic 
market.  
In this vein, the globalization of U.S. higher education is understood as an expression of 
the nationalism and imperialism inherent in U.S. geopolitics that also coincides with 
neoliberal capitalism. In other words, the globalization of U.S. higher education, which 
highlights its crucial role in promoting students, especially international students’, 
cosmopolitanism, in fact facilitates the homogeneity of other national cultures—especially 
through standardizing English and relying on a U.S. model of neoliberal curricula across the 
globe.  
 
Key components of critical international multiculturalism 
Based on my fieldwork, I frame Critical International Multiculturalism (CIM) in higher 
248 
 
education in terms of (a) reappropriating U.S. public community colleges, (b) being 
relational, (c) forming solidarity, and (d) redefining identity. In this study, the notion of 
‘critical’ underlines being antihegemonic against the neoliberal policies and cultural politics 
that facilitate the alienation of community college students and employees from their learning 
and work to overcome the exploitation toward both domestic and international students. This 
is a way of recognizing international students as important student populations in 
consideration of multiculturalism in U.S. community college settings, and transforming 
public community colleges into inventing the new politics surrounding U. S. public higher 
education. Indeed, international students have been a part of student populations throughout 
U. S. higher education history. CIM proposes to empower students to break up the structured 
silence and examine which groups’ interests current community college policies and the 
globalization of higher education address. CIM is committed to materializing political and 
economic justice both in and beyond the U.S., and to eradicating the oppressive, socially 
embedded relationships based on class, ethnicity, gender and nationality. As such, CIM 
problematizes the globalization of higher education as a project that services neocapitalism 
(Eagleton, April 16, 2015). CIM aims to deconstruct the developed/ underdeveloped, center/ 
periphery, dominant/ marginalized and imperial/ post-colonial dichotomies, and endorse 
educational reform toward students’ emancipation and international political and economic 
justice (see McLaren & Farahmandpur, 2005). This is a way of recognizing international 
students as important student populations in consideration of multiculturalism in U.S. 
community college settings, and transforming public community colleges to invent new 
politics of U.S. public higher education.  
To materialize and realize these goals, CIM in U.S. higher education must be relational 
(McCarthy, 1993), as U.S. dominant neoliberal and imperial systematic totality becomes 
increasingly stabilized in the world. In their book entitled Empire, Hard and Negri (2000) 
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introduces the notion of “systematic totality (p. 13),” pointing out that “the systematic totality 
has a dominant position in the global order, breaking resolutely with every previous dialectic 
and developing an integration of actors that seems linear and spontaneous” (p. 13). Hardt and 
Negri (2000) further suggest that the systematic totality is based on the structural logic which 
produces the state of “governance without government” (p. 13): if certain structural logics 
become stabilized, Hardt and Negri argue that all actors in a particular regime become caught 
in the maelstrom; people lose their control and become a part of the mechanism that sustains 
the totality. Under these conditions, “systematic totality” can be understood as that power 
itself which “fears and despises a vacuum” (Hardt & Negri, 2000, p. 13), and positions itself 
superior to human agents. Within the framework, certain parts of the systems can become 
beyond human agents’ control. Therefore, the systematic machine “creates a continuous call 
for authority and perpetuates the exercise of authority and action across the entire social 
space” (Hardt & Negri, 2000, p. 14).62  
Although it may be arguable to identify a certain system as a superior governing agent 
to human actors, Hardt and Negri’s discussions about totalitarian governance provide a 
comprehensive framework that explains the reinforced dominance of the U.S. capitalist 
empire in the globalized world. In other words, the development of the global neoliberal 
system can be viewed as a sub-vortex (Hardt & Negri, 2000)63 that is utilized to sustain and 
                                           
62 Such a mechanism of power reminds me of an animation that I watched on TV when I was an elementary 
school child. In the animation, a department store was the background. In the huge department store, there was 
no clock and no window, so the people were enjoying shopping with little concern about time. Yet, a certain 
emergency situation occurred, and people tried to get out of the store. Yet, the doors did not open which were 
controlled by the department store’s operation system. Customers who were in a panic rushed to the owner’s 
office to complain about the situation and demand a solution. They entered the owner’s room, and turned the 
owner’s big chair, which was facing the windows. Alas, however there was no one. The chair was empty. 
Different from customers’ expectations that the department system would be operated by the owner, they found 
that, in fact, the department store ran by the system itself; the system was the owner. 
63I would argue that there can be single or multiple totalitarian systematic dominant and/or subordinate vortices 
based on the power relationships among major imperial and capitalist groups. 
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expand the vortex of the U.S. economic and political empire. Moreover, the U.S. state utilizes 
community colleges to serve its imperial interests. Within neoliberal politics, it is unavoidable 
for U.S. public community colleges to be transformed into entrepreneurial post-secondary 
institutions that produce not only competitive lower-sector laborers, but also restructure racial 
and class relationships among diverse groups of students.  
In his proposal for ‘relational multiculturalism,’ McCarthy (1993) denote that it is 
significant for students to understand 
how the differential and asymmetrical construction of social groups in the Unites States 
is linked to global relations of development and underdevelopment, including relations 
of imperialism and capitalist exploitation in Latin America, Asia and elsewhere…A 
critical multiculturalism should therefore be more reflexive with respect to the 
relationship between different social groups in the United States and the relationship of 
developments in the United States to the rest of the World. This would mean, for 
instance, that we begin to see the issue of racial inequality in global and relational terms. 
(p. 295) 
Also, Venn (2002) argue that the influence of Western imperialism still affects post-
independent societies which are steered towards Western models of modernization and 
progress, and towards cultural sameness. The distinctive unidirectional flow of international 
students from the non-English speaking Asian countries into dominant Western English-
speaking countries is a good example showing Western (or U.S.) imperialism that secures 
English as the key language of global commerce (Matthews & Sidhu, 2005; S.J. Park & 
Abelmann, 2004).  
At U.S. public community colleges, large portions of students are from working-class, 
U.S.-born minorities, immigrants and/or international students from the countries especially 
under the preeminent U.S. capitalist and imperial influence. Considering these students’ 
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transnational and/or disparaged characteristics, it is important to educate them to gain more 
comprehensive understanding of their and other students’ situations in global relations of 
imperialism and neoliberal capitalism. Like McCarthy’s (1993) example discussing how the 
U.S. practices of imperial oppression and capitalist exploitation at the global level affects 
U.S. racial inequality, it is important for diverse groups of community college students to 
situate their living conditions and alienated situation not only within a U.S. but also global 
context. Moreover, it is crucial for these students to understand that the ultimate goals of 
neoliberal community college policies and curricula are designed for the increase of the 
capitalists’ profit. As one of the results of the neoliberal policies and politics, othering among 
diverse groups of community college students is intensified through the complex mechanisms 
that promote individualism and competition. Such critical insights can be conveyed with 
critical self-reflexivity. McLaren and Farahmandpur (2005) define ‘critical self-reflexivity’ as 
a “process that identifies the course of oppression, both from the outside and from within, 
through participation in a dialectical critique of one’s own positionality in the larger totalizing 
system of oppression and silencing of others” (p. 110).  
CIM in higher education endeavors to educate community college students to be 
knowledgeable about the dystopian vision of corporate (Giroux, March 19, 2014) and U.S. 
imperial dominance abroad: CIM reveals the dominant “pedagogy of repression and 
disciplined conformity” (Giroux, 2005) that depoliticize community colleges’ ethical 
responsibilities that value public good and social and global justice and democracy.  
To initiate framing CIM, it is essential to revisit the dominant ideology and practices of 
multiculturalism. Many scholars have pointed out that the dominant ideology of 
multiculturalism has historically been utilized to strengthen nationalism, White supremacy 
and US imperialism. In his critique of multiculturalism as a dominant ideology, Kovel (2005) 
notes that multiculturalism seeks “to legitimize the social order through racial harmony and a 
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national identity based on the Americanization of marginalized cultures” (p. 115). Although 
Kovel (2005) simply indicates ‘Americanization’ in his critique on the dominant practices of 
‘multiculturalism,’ I argue that ‘Americanization’ underlines major cooperative, political and 
military White power groups’ cultures as paragons of Americanness. Thus, based on the 
dominant mainstream culture, other groups’ diverse cultures are ranked. With the increased 
number of transnational students and the enlarged impact of U.S. economic, political, and 
military policies on other countries, along with the multiculturalism that has framed U.S. 
nationalism, comes limited attempts to actively address international justice. Regarding this, 
Delgado-Moreira (1997) also points out that cultural citizenship can “overcome the 
limitations of the state and embrace the body of human rights in the context of globalization, 
transnational movements, and localism” (p. 2).  
Third, CIM intends to transform diverse groups of community college students, who are 
destined to be lower-sector laborers in the knowledge economy, into empowered agents who 
exert collective will to secure their rights and dignity and to also address a new form of 
international democracy. To form and mobilize collective will, it is also essential to form 
solidarity among diverse groups of student populations. In his discussion on reframing 
cosmopolitanism, Calhoun (2002) emphasizes the importance of solidarity for people’s 
joining in democratic governance (p. 893).  
To form solidarity especially among the marginalized student groups, their collective 
experiences need to be shared and appreciated in their diverse learning activities. Since 
democracy is a process to struggle over matters of “representation, participation, and shared 
power” (Giroux, 2005, p. 15), it is critical to establish alliance among diverse groups of 
community college faculty, administrators, staff, and students to birth a crucial public sphere 
where those become “autonomous political agents” (Giroux, 2005, p. 3) who are actively 
engaged in the discussions on what substantive democracy is and how to materialize it.  
253 
 
This is a historical attempt to alter the identity of U.S. public community colleges from 
alternative post-secondary institutions as job training centers to a critical international public 
sphere where education and services are realigned to advocate “international peace, economic 
justice, legal equality, democratic participation, individual freedom, and mutual respect” (see, 
Buck-Morss, 2003, pp. 4-5). In the newly revised U.S. community colleges as a critical 
international social sphere and post-secondary educational institutions, counter-hegemonic 
discourses are invented, discussed and engaged “as part of an attempt to develop a new 
political language, culture, and set of relations” (Giroux, 2005, p. 15). And, through these 
processes, othering will be diminished among diverse groups of students, who can recognize 
the oppressed other students as their extended selves and comrades, and who share 
democratic ideals and collaborate together to materialize them.  
CIM redefines identity not as designated by oppressive power groups, but rather as 
created in the ways that students themselves want to be (see Hall, 2003). Neoliberal ethos, 
which recognizes community college students as means for profit, dismantles the moral 
authority of the marginalized community college students’ voices (see Apple, 2004) that 
narrate their oppressed material and political conditions and advocate their rights as 
respectable institutional and social members.  
Toward creating new identities, CIM values mutual-agency more than solitary-agency 
(J. S. Chŏn, S. H., Pak., & S. J. Pak., June 22, 2016). S.B. Kim (J. S. Chŏn, S. H. Pak., & S. J. 
Pak., June 22, 2016) explains that freedom itself is social rather than individualized. In 
contrast to neoliberal ethos that emphasizes self-development and self-management, and 
defines an individual as an isolated and atomized agent, mutual-agency demolishes an 
explicit distinction between self and others. S. B. Kim (J. S. Chŏn, S. H. Pak., & S. J. Pak., 
June 22, 2016) points out that while isolated individuals become skeptical about their 
capability to act as empowered agents, mutual-agency encourages individuals to share others’ 
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suffering together, which is the very foundation of their formation and acquisition of critical 
knowledge. This is connected to sympathy and ‘love’ (see Badiou, May 23, 2016; Darder, 
2002). Through mutual sympathy and love, alienated students continue to work toward their 
emancipation and quality education (see Badiou, May 23, 2016; Darder, 2002; J. S. Chŏn., S. 
H. Pak., & S. J. Pak., June 22, 2016).  
CIM utilizes the notion of “border-crosser” (McLaren & Farahmandpur, 2005, p. 111) as 
a metaphor that represents marginalized community college student populations. Border-
crosser is a new language of possibility “as a means of constructing an ideal image of the 
democratic, self-reflexive citizens and cultural workers” (McLaren & Farahmandpur, 2005, p. 
111). As discussed above, against the neoliberal politics monolithically identifying subaltern 
community college students as laborers, the notion of ‘border crosser’ underlines the 
deessentialization and decentralization of U.S. dominant racialistic, neoliberal and 
imperialistic multiculturalism.  
As neoliberal identity politics increasingly implements the fixed and bipolarized 
monolithic identities based on one’s profitability on a global-scale, the new language of 
‘border-crossers’ underlines a diasporic transnational moves in precariot students’ 
consciousness and politics (see McLaren & Farahmandpur, 2005, p. 360).64 Building on 
Standing’s discussions on ‘the precariat,’ I name this consciousness and politics as radical 
bystanders’ consciousness and politics that enable subaltern students to utilize the double 
visions as insiders as oppressed minorities of certain local communities and nation-states and 
simultaneously as outsiders as [potential] displaced subjects that recognize the common 
characteristics of neoliberal ideologies and strategies among multiple discourses in different 
                                           
64 I argue that bipolarization on a global scale is intimately linked with the increased divarication of class also in 
advanced neoliberal nation-states, and that this is understood as a new type of global-caste system.  
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contexts. In this regard, U.S. public community colleges are a crucial transfrontier contact 
zone where diverse groups of subaltern students improve their critical consciousness and 
build new politics toward critical international democracy which is based on new 
international positionality (see McLaren & Farahmandpur, 2005, p. 112).  
 
Suggestions for Future Research 
 
In my fieldwork, I observed Korean international students’ class is one of the crucial 
factors that lead Korean international students to different social fates although they are 
subjected to similar institutional technologies of regulation and neglect. Thus, first, it is 
necessary to examine how class affects international community college students’ academic 
pathways. Moreover, how new modalities of class stratification affect the transformation of 
racial discourses and structures.  
Secondly, in my dissertation, I did not thoroughly discuss the meaning of ‘emancipation’ 
especially in the neoliberal regime. In designing CIM for community college education in 
neoliberal times, it will be important to discuss how to newly define emancipation in a way to 
rupture the mechanisms of power and to reform community colleges’ everyday curricula 
toward especially the marginalized students’ empowerment.  
Third, further research on community college instructors is significant when we consider 
they are community college personnel with whom international community college students 
interact everyday on campus. In this regard, it is essential to provide workshops related to the 
limit of current multiculturalism and the importance of developing CIM toward international 
social justice and democracy. In particular, issues related to adjunct faculty are urgent to 
study and to be improved as one of the key arenas to provide quality education for 
community college students. Overall, as discussed above, these suggestions are intimately 
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related to redirecting the existing model and practices of the globalization of higher 
education to the internationalization of higher education, recognizing these students as 
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